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	1. Prologue

**Hello and welcome to the second volume of the Fireteam Eon series. It's been quite an interesting time developing this one as I had a bit of difficulty coming up with a good basis of what I wanted to do. Honestly, I'm not sure what to expect by feedback. I'll just have to wait and see.**

**I don't own Halo.**

* * *

><p><strong>Halo Installation 02<strong>

**November 9, 2557**

Up in the cloudless blue of the artificial Halo ring, three bulbous purple aircraft graced the skies, passing over rocky outcroppings before spanning out over a pristine blue lake of sparkling water. The trio of T-26 banshees adjusted their approach vector heading to the left.

The T-26 GSA banshee was among the most feared aircraft in the Human-Covenant War. Letting out a high pitched scream gave it the namesake of the wailing Irish woman spirit. A mythical banshee must consume souls to survive; the Covenant embraced this feared name, adding approved modifications to enhance its fear factor on their human enemies.

Armed with twin repeating plasma guns and a fuel road heavy gun, this aircraft was a light armored vehicle built for heavy combat. When needed, booster drives would accelerate the craft to escape incoming danger.

Once the war had ended, large numbers of banshee fighters ended up in the possession of the multiple splinter units. Large numbers were waged in the sangheili civil conflict, which was still ongoing. There were three or four Covenant rogue factions that were particularly dangerous to humanity. The Storm Covenant being the largest and most dangerous of them all.

"That's the fourth group in twenty minutes."

The Spartan took the optics away from his eyes and broke gaze from the fliers. He was outfitted in a glossy distorted set of armor, thanks to the active camo generator concealing his position. When deactivated, there was an emblem of a spotted predatory cat's snarling face with teeth bared in front of a shield shaped backdrop.

Joshua Wiles was the leader of Fireteam Jaguar, one of four teams in the secretive SPARTAN 37th Special Shock Division. Consisting of Spartan-IVs, this group was handpicked by the clichéd best of the best. It was true; a mission couldn't be completed if they had failed. They weren't always used for high-risk, no return ops, but rather under the radar and counter terror operations that could steer clear from the eyes of civilian media. Many of the ever-increasing insurgencies had a 37th team involved, despite being so small.

"Tyrant, are you tracking the enemy air?"

"Affirmative Jaguar. Traffic is unaware of your presence, you're clear to proceed."

"Copy all." Wiles was underneath a large rocky outcropping and stood from his prone position.

Three other figures began to appear in a cross formation. They knelt down on a knee and did a regular inspection. It never hurt to inspect that their gear was in top working order.

"Everyone good?"

The other three members shot back a green light. This was a silent indicator that they were all ready to rock.

"Alright. On me."

Their mission was simple. After the UNSC discovered Halo Installation 02 around the gas giant Reflection, they spotted a previously unnoticed Covenant fleet based around the artificial station. The fleet was one that had been previously loyal to the Prophet of Truth and it was still under belief that it was a fleet that continued to oppose humanity.

Jaguar was there to find out why and what they were up to. One of four teams in the elite thirty-seventh special shock division, they were called in for unconventional, counter-intelligence and black recon operations that were deemed high risk for normal units to operate under. All Spartans were handpicked, going through intensive testing that most other special forces would never dream of.

Patrols were light, surprisingly around the fleet's camp. Recon showed a multitude of bases inside the Forerunner structures where the majority of the force was camped out. No elites were sighted, only brutes being the main backbone of the force here. The fact was alarming, since the overgrown gorillas were barbaric and much more dangerous than their sangheili rivals.

Jaguar had no idea if the Covenant were planning to set off the Halo, which was impossible due to the need of a human being. They were the only species able to activate Halo. However, the fleet could easily jump over to a colony, overpower UNSC or independent colony defenders and abduct more than one human to do the same task.

"This doesn't make sense." Jaguar Two said as they egressed through the forest. "The Covenant here have no motivation at all. At least for activating the Halo."

"I don't like it any more than you." Jaguar Four agreed, "Something's up that the UNSC's not telling us."

"Stay focused. We got a job to do."

"Jaguar this is Tyrant. New orders. You have a column of armored vehicles about a kilo ahead. Possible HVI involved. Investigate and engage if necessary."

"Jaguar copies." Lead switched off the comms, "Okay Spartans. We got an armor convoy ahead. We're going to snoop around and sabotage if we see fit."

"Finally some action." Jaguar Four said, patting the detonation charges on his left leg.

Jaguar Two was on point for five minutes when she halted and held up a fist. They were approaching the convoy and already heard the low rumble of wraith tanks. The sound was unmistakable.

"Hold on. Does something feel off to you?"

"I don't know. Let's keep moving up."

The team finally came up to a slope well hidden in the trees that spanned to a Forerunner floor below. The pathway led over to the outskirts of the Covenant camp where they saw several of the purple structures towering over the trees that bordered another area of the vast installation.

Jaguar Lead slit his throat and laid low to overlook the chain of vehicles. The convoy had four wraith tanks and double that of ghost scout vehicles. The presence of banshees flying overhead was nonexistent, but not unusual, as they must have assumed that they were the only ones occupying the ring.

Once again, activating Halo wasn't this Covenant group's intent. The control center was halfway around the ring and the library containing the Index was elsewhere. Sure they had the teleportation system installed around the ring, but Jaguar was unsure if they acquired the ability to tap into that yet.

The UNSC established small outposts that were mainly off the grid, so a large invasion force wouldn't give them a second glance. This allowed them to monitor the activity of the brute force for a while now. It was merely a massive camp with a handful of warships overhead. It was mostly light cruisers and frigates, so an alarm would be raised if something much more dangerous like a heavy destroyer or a CCS cruiser showed up in the fleet.

Around the convoy of vehicles were groups of unggoy, a few bird-like kig-yar and only a couple of jiralhanae. One noticeable thing about this Covenant was that their weaponry seemed newer, but the armor looked worn and outdated. Some of them wore older models, ones that were seen before the Fall of Reach. The brutes' harnesses were a mixture of their sleek power armor combined with the aesthetics of almost a tribal look.

"If we're going to engage we need to do it now." Jaguar's marksman said. The sniper rifle was propped up and scoped in right on the highest ranking Covenant member there. Slowly the rifle pivoted as the target moved. The center never left the brute's head.

"Jaguar this is Tyrant. We've detected a massive energy source zeroing on your position. Get the hell out of there now!"

"Shit." Jaguar Lead moved back and stood. "We have to go now!"

The other three Spartans already had questions of what was going on, but there was no time. The urgency in Tyrant's voice meant something bad was about to happen.

It happened so fast. An explosion tore right above them, followed by a thud that created immense shock waves. Jaguar lost their footing and fell over. Their Spartan reflexes propped them right back on their feet.

They had no time to turn around to see what had discovered them. All they heard was a mechanical sound of something activating.

Jaguar Lead felt something in his sides and realized that his shields were completely depleted. Pain began to flare into his side as he found himself lying down.

"Jaguar come in!" Tyrant said. Lead had not known that Tyrant had been attempting to raise them ever since they were attacked.

With barely enough strength, he looked over. A massive pool of blood and giant spikes were in his right side. Easily one and a half times the size of the normal brute spiker pistols, all pain that the hot metal was searing into his body made it numb. He looked over and saw three more limp forms. His team had similar fates, the only difference being was that they had already passed.

"Josh talk to me!"

"Ambush." Jaguar Lead's body went limp. The last thing that went through his mind was the fact that he had let his team, his unit and most of all, he let himself down.

* * *

><p><strong>I also have a multitude of other projects going on right now, but I'll continue to write whenever I can.<strong>

**Thank you very much for reading and reviewing. You give my writing purpose.**


	2. Raid I

**Forests of Cyrus VII**

**November 9, 2557**

There was no way I could ever get into the Spartan-IV thirty seventh special shock division on my own.

Not by an application, no recommendations, not even a job opening online. They would find you.

And find me they did.

I heard that there had been many controversies surrounding the unit, requirement of a relationship meaning a discharge if it wasn't fulfilled, stricter guidelines than its cousin units. That sparked a huge debate that lasted weeks, ending up with it being removed, but it still was a touchy subject, as many had believed that its repeal took away the unit's unique nature.

Hell, if they even removed it, it still didn't take away how dark our operations go.

This was supposed to be a "walk in the park" especially for my first time taking a squad out. It's always like those times whenever you study hard for that history, science or math test and still screw up.

Cyrus VII was a moderate planet, being one of two in the Cyrus Theta System. Much news after the war against the Covenant Empire involving here was non-existent. Mostly because this place was completely out of the way of most major settlements, one of the closest to the galactic center, but not by much.

Well it was a very bad day to be living here, especially when closer to smaller cities and rural areas.

Multiple loose organized syndicates basically dominated any wilderness area, involved in any black market stuff. Drugs and weapons trafficking, check. Armed insurgency; check. What made the place even worse was that most of these groups were fighting one another all the time. The UNSC had negotiated a cease-fire long ago, but it was violated by the same group we were hunting now. Add a few stolen Spartan Laser rifles to the stuff stolen and you've got a priority thing with urgency. Those lasers would incinerate any vehicle, tank, aircraft, you name it.

"Pine, what's your status?" I shouted over the gunfire erupting from the thicket ahead. That was followed by more gunshots coming from behind me.

"Established a proper overwatch at the tallest tree. Thermal signatures advancing on your position. I see SMGs and shotties over."

Oh that's right. I forgot to tell you about myself.

My military designation is Eon Lead but my real name and rank is Captain Jacob Oliver Bowman. I previously was in the Navy operating as a multi-terrain Special Forces operator or MTSFO. It wasn't as famous as ODSTs or SEALs, but then again, we weren't a very large unit anyway. We still fought the Covenant to a bloody end in unconventional circumstances.

I was found by the unit's founder and placed in this Fireteam Eon, one of the four-man teams in the Thirty Seventh Special Shock Division. Training commenced the day I accepted.

Then before I could even get my bags on the floor of my barrack quarters, I was whisked away on a Pelican heading for a UNSC frigate along with the other three members, bound for this hell-hole of a world, at least for the backcountry that is.

I wear a standard Warrior MJOLNIR GEN2 armor in the same colors as the rest of my team, jet black with a cyan colored visor. The commander had said that the techs would be able to help me request more suitable armor components afterwards. My armament was my preference MA5D rifle as well as an M6J handgun.

That gunfire was the response of the C7DF or the Cyrus Seven Development Force. They were the elite-counterterrorist force of the colony, funded and run by the local CAA, since UNSC personnel was bare-minimum here. We were assigned to work with about a dozen of their operators after the air traffic radar had spotted a registration number that was on the watch list and had known ties to several elements both good and bad. It was headed to an airstrip just outside of a small city.

The cargo was rumored to be a product called "Pumpkin" Normally; it would be beneficial, as this was produced originally in medical labs to help cure a few complex named illnesses. However, one bright syndicate leader had decided to mix it with one of the common explosives. Guess what? Yep, it just about multiplied its destructive power. It's unique and truly alarming fact was that it was a bit reminiscent of plasma arms used by the Covenant. Thus, they had the potential to make plasma explosive based weapons.

"Austal, retrieve the drone before it gets damaged!" I shouted. Crouching down in one knee, I fired short bursts at the opposite muzzle flashes. My HUD tracked the hostile's movements, even informing me as I continued to drop my targets. The hostiles were clothed with barely any body armor and fought like they were just given a rifle and told to take cover and shoot.

"We got em on the run!" Eon Four shouted. "Hit em!"

A thunderstorm of shots rang out from my left, one of the C7DF carrying a machine gun and raining suppressive fire. The belt fed weapon had up to a hundred and fifty rounds and was devastating with a portable bipod whenever crouched or lying prone on the ground. The stability of it makes it much more accurate, as recoil would thrash the user around and put a lot of strain to put well-placed rounds downrange.

I heard Spartan Ross Pine, our marksman fire across the forest from his position up top of a tree. The shots were like the grim reaper, striking doom over and over again. If the thugs didn't get the message that they were outgunned and out trained, then the sniper was sure to plant a seed of doubt in their minds.

I even doubted that I would be able to fight properly. Normally not my biggest problem, as I've fought every single type of insurrection and Covenant imaginable and more…on every single type of hellish terrain possible. However, the buzzing disease carrying mosquitoes constantly flitted around my visor wasn't the only thing making me uncomfortable. I was forced to swat at them, more for a clear sight rather than being bitten. Good luck trying to drill your way through a MJOLNIR suit buddy.

"Eon Lead, I have you covered."

"I copy Austal." I leaned out; peppering another enemy with his rounds just as a loud whoosh came from over head, followed by Austal's panicked voice.

"Boss get down!"

I broke cover and dove for the ground.

Just as the rocket curved less than two feet over my head.

* * *

><p>Spartan Marcus Austal was about twenty feet from Captain Bowman, behind a fallen moss-coated log, mostly keeping his head out of harm's way while he operated the team's moth drone. He held a portable tablet in one hand which he shielded with his body from the rocket and an M6 pistol in the other, guiding the dual end rotor device with an attached infrared camera along with a half dozen other sensors to sniff out enemies.<p>

His position was a bit to the right of everyone else's front and he saw hostiles closing in on Bowman's position.

He thumbed the controls, causing the moth to hover just in front of where the trio of insurgents were advancing. They moved with camouflaged clothing, something that made them undetectable to any of the Cyrus forces, but it was odd if they escaped the Spartan's sensors.

Guiding the moth right behind the moving enemies, Austal keyed the drone's integrated microphone and said something inside.

If the rebel grew up in New Corsica or another French speaking country, he would have understood that Austal said, "_Your mother looks like chicken shit."_

However, all Austal needed was his attention. The man raised his weapon at the tiny machine, ready to shoot it out of the air.

A flash suddenly came from the drone and the rebel stumbled, disoriented from the sudden action. His itchy trigger finger caused him to fire a couple of rounds from his automatic submachine gun. The two comrades in front also turned around to see what unfolded.

In Austal's mind, it was a perfect marriage of attention and ingenuity. Diverting the enemy for Bowman to attack.

"Get em boss!" He cried.

The lead Spartan raised his rifle and drilled nine rounds in a stream of full auto. One that dropped the trio like robots whose power supply had been severed.

He set the drone to idle and moved it above the forest canopy. The airfield was about a mile from the outskirts of the town and he could see general aircraft parked in the vicinity. No sign of the target vehicle from his perspective. But they had established a radar pattern over the area to make sure their craft was at the right place.

A rustle of leaves came to his right and he quickly put the operating datapad on his belt. The active camo module turned on and he melted into the background. He could still hear the chattering of automatic weapons and the popping sounds of the older rebel arms.

Just as two armored rebels came straight through. One of them pushed aside a branch from a nearby tree while the other had his gun aimed, ready to shoot the threat if he sprang out.

"I thought I heard him over here somewhere." One of them said as they spread out. The other knelt down where the Spartan had been controlling the drone, flinching as the sound of a grenade exploded in the distance. Austal was less than six feet away from the one searching and every moment passed by, the rebel came closer.

He had a good grip and a quick drawing reflex on his MA5D assault rifle, but the problem was that he would be gunned down as soon as he picked a shot on one of them. They were jumpy and that contributed to fast reactions.

"There he is!" One of the rebels cried.

Austal had been discovered.

* * *

><p>Spartan Ross Pine kept his crosshairs trained on the rebel as he moved with his partner.<p>

He knew that the two had broken off because they were aware of Austal's position. This was confirmed when he saw the younger Spartan activate his camo just in time to temporarily avoid being found. Years of sniping, both against insurrectionists and Covenant had told him to read the signs. It wasn't something that was bought or earned. It was honed by hunters from experience in the field.

Yep, it looked like the skinny New Corsican kid was dead if Pine didn't peg at least one of them. He had no idea why he was hiding. Maybe a taunt? Not wanting to compromise his location?

Even from a distance, he could tell that the rebels' body language was tense. Once they found the hidden Austal, he let loose.

The sniper rifle boomed across the forest, leaving a smoky white trail that followed the bullet as it capped one of them. This all happened just a split second after he had been made.

Austal drilled the second rebel not a moment later.

* * *

><p><strong>Our heroes are back! Well at least some of them are. More to come!<strong>

**Thanks for reading and reviewing. You give my writing purpose.**


	3. Raid II

**Forests of Cyrus VII**

**November 9, 2557**

Five minutes of firefighting later, the team had pushed the rebels back to the airfield. Nobody was present, at least out in the open. However, the fighters quickly scrambled up a fence that surrounded the compound, their gloves and boots designed to negate the electric shock that it was transmitting. While it was a problem for the Cyrus troops, the Spartans easily shrugged it off thanks to their shields. Austal and Bowman snipped a good man sized hole in the side and advanced through.

A chatter of gunfire suddenly brought them up. At the other side of the strip was a mounted machine gun, spewing lead. Rounds began to stitch the two Spartan's shields as they wordlessly ducked and sprinted back into the forest.

"Shit." Bowman looked out again, automatically keeping his head down as bullets struck the nearby tree trunks. "What the hell are we gonna do now?" He keyed his comms to the C7DF captain, a man named Valdez. "Captain Valdez, we're under heavy fire by enemy nest. Requesting a diversion."

"Roger that Captain." Valdez drawled, "I'll send em over."

Movement caught Bowman's eye as he watched the C7DF move to their right, firing a few bullets. The machine gun responded in kind, spraying a hail in that direction. Away from the Spartans.

A sharp crack came from above as Pine had centered his aim onto target and sniped the gunner out.

"Austal, get the drone over the airfield and scope out any hostiles. I want to know where they ran off to."

"I'm on it."

"The rest of you on me. Watch your sectors."

Like silent phantoms the Spartan and his joint operators emerged from the thicket. Silence was over the airfield thick enough to be cut with his folded razor knife. Dark clouds loomed above and by the time he entered the perimeter, he could see fat drops of rain pelting on his armor. The C7DF soldiers' breath began to condense, as if they were dragons with steam exhaling out of their mouths and nostrils.

"Boss," Austal came back online, "No sign of the rebels. They may have fled back into town. Storm's making it hard to see anything."

"Okay." Bowman replied, "We'll check out our target vehicle. Have Fowler rendezvous with us back."

"Roger."

The field didn't support any commercial transport and its small size made it adequate for short range vehicles headed around this world or to a couple of neighboring planets.

Judged by his waypoint, he found the target inside the open hangar, abandoned but all cleaned up and ready for her journey. Still, he held back when he saw a couple of pings coming from inside the closest door. Hostiles.

A grenade was tugged free and he was about to pull the pin.

"No!" Valdez cried.

He charged the larger Spartan, with enough determination to tackle him over. The grenade slipped out of his hand minus its pin and it rolled towards the engine.

In one swift motion, one of the C7 guys scooped it up and hurled it straight out the open doors of the hangar. It detonated as soon as it hit the tarmac, showering bits of metal and concrete over the area and leaving a three foot crater in the center.

"What the hell?"

Valdez got up, casting a dark look at the door. "I saw it too. Trust me, you don't want to open it."

The teams gathered around the hold and Valdez quickly yanked the hatch open.

At least twenty containers held hydrogen fuel and even more containers of their target.

Pumpkin was brownish white in appearance and had the consistency of coarse salt. Volatile stuff.

A gunshot, let alone a grenade was enough to send them into the sun.

"Well it certainly isn't making vodka."

"Damn it." Bowman threw his arms in frustration, "This is bullshit."

"Mind filling me in?"

That was Brett Fowler, a volatile mouthed Spartan who always questioned stuff. It didn't even matter if he was talking to the head of ONI. Needless to say, Fowler's attitude and Bowman's by-the-book ideals were like oil and water.

"This was a diversion. The Pumpkin isn't the objective, but we need those Spartan Lasers."

"Any idea where they could have gone?"

"Maybe into town. This is the only fast way out of the area for at least a hundred miles."

"Can we get an extract?"

Valdez met him at the doorway, just as local police began to arrive. "We can't get an LZ with this weather if it holds. Which it isn't. There's another storm coming."

"Then we go by hogs." Austal could scout ahead with the drone while they went en route. The rebels would have had a head start, as moving them towards the airfield made it a bit longer to navigate out to the country again. The nearest spaceport was in a metro area hundreds of miles out and they were on the far side of that.

"Alright. Get Fowler up here."

* * *

><p><strong>It's double update day! I posted another update for my separate project which is a short chapter as well. More to come soon.<strong>

**Thank you very much for reading and reviewing. You give my writing purpose.**


	4. Raid III

**Cyrus VII**

**November 9, 2557**

The Spartan-IV Thirty Seventh Special Shock Division had a straightforward and streamlined method of getting information from their superiors to the operators themselves. Bowman and every other member of Eon knew that intel could go moldy in a day, hour, minute or second. To that end, one of the unit's founders, callsign: Tyrant was in a video chat in Bowman. The warthog was an open vehicle and drops of rain pelted on the tablet computer, but it maintained focus, despite the weather. Beside Bowman, Pine steered the wheel right behind the lead vehicle.

Not much light had been shed on his past, but Tyrant had an exceptional record in his time against the Covenant. He had become a Spartan-IV due to his concept of the 37th, a need for a multipurpose elite unit that was above the elite. The 37th was truly the best of the best Spartans, but Tyrant's influence was the reason they were feared and respected by everyone.

"Hello Tyrant." Bowman kept his tone curt.

"Good to see you too Eon Lead." Tyrant used Eon Lead as the call sign, "Our sat drone needs about another five minutes to reposition, although I don't know if we'll get any results from that."

"We'll get a check on that."

"I've got some bad news. This came about five minutes ago."

"Is this about the op?"

Tyrant shook his head, "When we're done here. Our unit hasn't been hit this hard before. Jaguar has been killed."

Bowman saw Pine's breath go short. Jaguar was Eon's fellow fireteam in the unit and their primary wargame rival. Something didn't stick when a team was all killed, especially by surprise.

"When you're back, we're going to have a quick memorial service. Plus I have letters to write to families that their son, daughter or whatever isn't coming back."

"Are they marked MIA?"

"Affirmative. Once you're done on Cyrus, we're going after those sons of bitches. We need to focus on the task at hand. Refrain from telling any of the others until the op is complete."

"Pine knows. He's driving next to me."

"Keep it from Fowler and Austal then. I know he can keep his word."

"And I will." Ross said.

"Good. I'll get back to you for any updates. Tyrant out."

"Jaguar man."

Bowman nodded, "You would have made great MTSFOs. All of you would."

Pine laughed, "I don't fancy that."

"So how was Jaguar?"

"Jaguar? Oh they were great people. You know, operators who have families and friends outside. But they're hardcore in combat and deadly opponents. They're really the only guys that we struggle against in combat. You know, virtual combat."

Bowman nodded.

"Listen, I heard about it."

"About what?"

"Never mind."

Bowman's gaze iced up, "Pine you better tell me now or I'm going to dwell on it the rest of the time."

"It's just, Tyrant told me about your ex-wife."

"I don't talk about it. I wish he hadn't told you."

Ross looked back out to the front, "Me too."

Eon Lead shook his head and activated his comms. "Austal, what do you have for me?"

In the lead warthog, Fowler was at the wheel while Austal remotely controlled their scout moth drone. Rain was pooling in the bottom of the warthog, running down their C7DF man's boots as he stood vigilantly, looking ahead with the vehicle's M41 LAAG. Austal wished that there would be a closed door warthog variant, because soon enough he was going to be ankle deep in water in the vehicle. He never was really much of a swimmer.

Just at the fringe of his sight, the drone zoomed over the treetops like a heron over a grey lake. The feed from the sensors went back to a datapad on the Spartan's lap. A datapad that was getting wet nonstop and Austal had to frustratingly wipe it off constantly. Still, nothing appeared on his display. The battery was beginning to deteriorate and the wind gusts were nearing forty miles an hour.

"Eon Lead, Austal. The backup battery on the moth is down to ten minutes. I've got to reel her in before the storm hits."

"Roger that. Before you do, get her as high up as you can."

Austal complied, thumbing his pad once more. The feed became a little more grainy as it went upwards. Winds began to buffet the machine, causing him to temporarily fight the controls. In the distance, Valdez's prediction of a storm rang true. The dark clouds loomed to the left like a giant invading mothership.

"How you liking the new boss?" Fowler asked from the driver's seat.

"Good."

The older Spartan snorted, "Yeah, what do you mean by good?"

"I like him."

"Think he's better than Lusana?"

"They're two completely different leaders."

"To hell with that. Really?"

Austal thought about it for a moment.

Captain Anthony "Tony" Lusana was a thirty seven year old African American hailing from Houston of the URNA. He formed a deep bond with them leading some of the highest risking missions Eon had undertaken through Ariel, Flint and New Corsica, where they had put down a devious radical group attempting to overthrow the current UEG body. He was a family man with two kids, a third on the way and was married to a school district superintendent. He was easily the most level headed and ice cold guy Austal had never known, not to mention a bit of a father figure since the young Spartan had no immediate family himself.

The bullets could be flying everywhere, explosions going off meters away or even the lives of thousands on the line, but never had Austal or any others of Eon see Lusana put everyone at east. He was currently enjoying an extended leave to spend more time with his family. Seeing his happy life made Austal want to model after his Eon Lead.

The 37th had put their four-man teams through various leaders. The leads would rotate through various teams until natural selection put them into a good set of operators they worked best with. There was one team on hold which Lusana had been rotated to. News surfaced of a new Eon Lead scheduled to take them out had unnerved Austal, even when they said he was coming from the Navy. He was put at ease when Cardinal…now Tyrant had spoken highly of a Captain Jacob Oliver Bowman. Even better was that Bowman had told Marcus that he had two uncles on his mother's side who were born in Ville de Lombard of New Corsica.

It was unsurprising that Fowler had an issue with the new Captain, who was a member of what he dubbed "The Space Canoe Club"

"I get the idea that Bowman thinks he's above us. You know, the special forces ODSTs. The better ones than normal who get all the holo movie hype. Arrogant bastard, using us to throw in his time and record."

Austal looked over at Fowler, "When did you get that idea?"

"First time I saw him."

"Why you afraid of trying something new?"

"Right so we watch the Marines vs Navy game. Who the fuck you think he's going to root for?"

"Does it really matter?"

"Aw hell. I'm talking to the wrong guy."

"Well I think Ross likes him and if he does, then I'm good to go. Besides, when we're out here, none of this really makes a difference."

Brett muttered something under his breath and rolled his eyes, "Are you in awe of him?"

"Who wouldn't be? Colonial Cross, Legion of Honor and two Purple Hearts."

"We ain't here for a medal."

"Then what are you complaining about? That's pretty much legit enough for anyone. Well, except for you."

Fowler shook his head, "You're just another one of those fanboys."

"At least give him a chance."

"Oh I'll give him one all right." Austal looked over as he tapped the button to call the moth drone back to him. "I'll show him how we get shit done. He may look all preppy, but I want to know all of his weaknesses."

"Well that's great. I guess."

"It is. I'm not done training you yet."

"You amaze me."

Fowler grinned, "One day little brother, you'll amaze me too."

A movement on the drone feed caught Austal's eye. He continued to pilot it, ignoring the warning signal that the battery was nearly depleted.

"We got movement."

"Where at?"

"About a kilometer to our eleven. Three vehicles heading in the same direction we are." He switched on the radio, "Eon Lead, we have contacts about a kilo up about eleven. Could be our guys."

"Affirmative. Keep pace and we'll close to intercept."

Austal looked back at the display and seeing the screen made him do a double take.

"Boss, you might want to see this."

Bowman gave a perplexed look at the relay feed. "Zoom in."

When he did, his eyes widened in success. "Oh, now I see it."

Underground smuggling was much of a past thing, having started as early as when bad people walked. From then it was used to evade detection for everything illegal. Drugs, weapons, people. When it came a breakthrough in the twentieth century of satellite coverage, many smuggling routes were discovered and it seemed it was all an end to this illegal transport with eyes in the sky.

However, now the underground tunnels were the one thing to still avoid detection. Sensors placed above could sense vibrations and pinpoint their sources, but then someone invented a lining that could be placed around the walls of the tunnel to minimize them and make any detection obsolete.

It seemed as if every breakthrough in trying to snuff out smuggling meant there was always something to counter its never-ending activity.

The tunnel was wide enough to drive a scorpion tank through and Bowman saw that an enormous tarp colored in a similar shade of green was piled nearby. Once the smugglers had left, a crew would place the tarp back over the hole and cover it with vegetation to make it nearly invisible.

The nexus of tunnels ran for miles until they ended near private fields where smuggling transports would take them off world to colonies with the demand for illegal stuff.

The passageways could take countless money and time to construct and in all, was enough to supply the colony of Ariel with contraband for three months, depending on how many vehicles would be involved.

Austal brought the moth atop a small tree branch and steadied the view. The tunnel was opened and he saw a handful of trucks, one of them already cleared to head inside.

To the left, there was a small convoy of warthogs, battered ones with armor patched and their chainguns removed. Instead, there were smaller fifty caliber pea-shooter light support weapons.

About two dozen men were moving about, loading and unloading, but Austal's eye focused to the right.

There, he saw the distinctive shape of the N6 Spartan Laser as one of the smugglers hefted one into the closest truck. The weapon held a devastating laser beam capable of cutting straight through armor, flesh and shields. It was the most expensive small arm weapon fielded by the UNSC, but its cost was dwarfed by nuclear weapons.

In the wrong hands, a few Spartan Lasers were enough to decimate an entire column of scorpion tanks or swat pelicans easily out of the sky. Without a doubt, these weapons were among the most closely guarded in the arsenal. How rebels got their hands on some was unknown. All that mattered was getting it back.

Austal recoiled when he saw the display go blank again. "The hell?"

"What's going on?"

"I lost the signal!"

* * *

><p><strong>The battery die? Or did something else happen?<strong>

**Thank you very much for reading and reviewing. You give my writing purpose.**


	5. Raid IV

**Cyrus VII**

**November 9, 2557**

Captain Valdez was less than enthusiastic when Bowman had relayed the information.

"The rebel group here is basically causeless. They're taking up arms to simply make the place dangerous. No movements to overthrow the government. They're tough and sometimes, they know how we work. Some of them defected from my unit and others come from other nasty groups like the New Colonial Alliance."

"You're not bailing on me are you captain?"

"I am with you one hundred. However, this will be dangerous. If there is a hell on Cyrus, this place is it."

"We have the storm on our side. I've got a man fixing up our scout drone and we'll be able to strike silently. So far, we haven't detected any motion sensors."

"Very well. We'll come in from the north and await your go."

"Roger that." Bowman cut the connection and signaled Austal and Fowler. "You boys ready to wrap this up?"

"Better hurry." Fowler said, "Looks like they're getting ready to go."

"I see em."

"Austal, where is that drone?"

"Not sure sir. But now's not the time to look for it."

Bowman was about to argue about that when he saw Pine in front of him hold up a fist and then flatten his gloved hand into a palm. Both Spartans dropped prone on the ground and slowly crawled ahead, like a pair of lizards observing flies.

"Fowler, Austal. Shake em up a little."

"Roger that." Tapping the younger Spartan's shoulder, they crept out in the open, active camo modules making them nearly invisible. There was about twenty feet of open ground that shimmered as they stalked across.

On their HUDs, Bowman marked a pair that had drifted a bit off from the rest of their party. They stood at the back hatch of the truck with the lasers, most likely tampering them so that it wouldn't be identified if it passed a UNSC checkpoint. The Spartans had them outlined to reveal their exact position and where they were facing.

Fowler saw them up ahead and pressed forward. He reached out where he couldn't be seen and tapped the side of the vehicle. His eyes remained glued to the outlines, watching as one of them began to approach.

At such a close range, he could easily be spotted by even grunts. However, his attention was all that was needed.

"What's wrong?" His partner asked.

"I heard something." The gunman replied, looking where Fowler had been. He relocated across the vehicle's other side, where the lasers were. It was a good amount of firepower, he gave an estimate that nearly one and a half dozen rifles were in the bed.

Fowler saw the first gunman standing a little more alert. A green light blinked.

Austal was in position.

Fowler was now focused on the partner, standing idly. He tapped the side again, tuning down the power of his camo to make him slightly more visible.

The guard's reaction wasn't especially quick. Fowler took the best advantage of that.

"Hey!" The Spartan whispered.

When he whirled around, something lunged from behind. Austal's hand was like a vice around his mouth and the knife he wielded was sharp as a scalpel. It was plunged straight down into the rebel's throat and the two fell back into the brush. Marcus easily held down as the dying man thrashed uselessly against him. It took a while, but he finally laid the corpse down.

"Target down."

"You're too much of a show off." Fowler shook his head. The second rebel had called out his partner's name and moved right back to where they had been originally standing. As he passed where the Spartan was hiding, he lunged straight out. His M90 CAWS shotgun striking low and causing the careless soldier to trip. Fowler slammed the stock of the weapon into the forehead and he was out like a light.

"Both targets down."

"Affirmative." Bowman said, "We're attacking in thirty. Keep yourselves concealed. Rest of you, don't move position. Fowler and Austal are responsible for tagging and flushing out enemies."

He got a chorus of affirmatives, from Valdez, Pine and the squad leaders of the C7DF. A timer began counting down on their HUDs.

Waiting in an ambush seemed to slow down time. It gave them all the opportunities to think how haywire it was going to be. One mishap and Bowman's plan was over.

"You ready little brother?" Fowler asked once the timer hit five.

"As I'll ever be."

The timer reached zero.

"Go!" Bowman gave the signal.

Simultaneously, seven different angles of fire erupted unseen in the thick brush. Multiple targets were felled.

Fowler dashed over to cover, his suit's camo deactivating due to the sudden movement. He reached his destination, but a pair of rebels saw the movement and opened fire. He tagged one of the HUD, causing Bowman himself to drill a few bullets into his back.

Austal rushed over, slamming the back of his own rifle into the rebel. Reeling over, he finished him off with a few shots as well.

More rapping gunfire sounded from the other side and finally subsided into silence.

"Clear?" Bowman asked.

"Clear." Pine replied, "No hostiles in sight."

"All my teams report clear." Valdez said.

"Alright. Converge on the convoy."

Silently, the groups rendezvoused at the huddle of vehicles. Except for the lasers, Valdez had his men begin searching for contraband.

"Where's Fowler and Austal?" Bowman asked as Pine shuffled over to the truck with the lasers.

The latter shook his head as he examined the boxes, "Chrome Paint. Covers up the scanner so that it is unidentifiable by checkpoints. Looks like these weapons were meant to be smuggled into UNSC territories."

Bowman knew that Spartan Lasers were difficult to get, even for UNSC forces. So even one rifle would be a very good price as well as countless motivated buyers, waiting to wreak havoc on UEG soil.

"Stand by." Bowman sent Pine and Valdez to transfer their reclaimed weapons. "Tyrant, this is Eon Lead."

A few seconds later, the screen popped up on the datapad. Tyrant dismissed someone next to him before turning to face the camera.

"Good to see you Eon Lead. What's the word?"

"Spartan Lasers and contraband secure. Everyone wins on this one."

Tyrant gave a nod, "We're still investigating on our end to see how they got stolen and how we were unable to track it. In the meantime, I've got some new intel headed your way. I have a Sec One Agent from Naval Intelligence to brief you. We're going after whoever killed Jaguar. See you all back on base."

"Really? Why don't you just tell me yourself?"

"That's classified Eon. Tyrant out."

Austal found the drone wedged about twenty feet up between a forked branch. He had the second moth flitting about as his fingers danced over the screen, attempting to knock its cousin free. What at first, was a simple task became tedious and frustrating by the second. Squinting through the increasing rain and the flashing alarm of the second drone's last minutes of battery made any more attempts futile, not to mention that he was afraid if he persisted, he'd risk damaging both drones.

"It's not working." He told Fowler. "Can you climb up and get it?"

"Are you kidding me?"

"Hey," Austal feigned fatigue, "I don't feel good."

"Right and my arm hurts too. Not to mention that my skills at being a monkey suck ass."

"You dizzy too?"

"No."

Austal glared through his visor, "Then come on."

"You so owe me." Fowler muttered before cursing under his breath. He threw his weapon at the younger Spartan, who caught it in midair. He reached up to the nearest limb and pulled himself up.

"Hey, you know the last time I climbed a tree?"

"When you were a kid on a grav gym?"

"No stupid. When I was back on New Llanelli as an ODST, these kids were flying around those toy pelicans just hours after the Covenant invasion. One of them had it stuck in a tree and began crying for me to go get it down. Well after I begin getting up there, these two asshole jackals begin shooting at me with their needler rifles. Took two in the hip before my man Haynes vaporizes em with a rocket. I mean, how are you liking that shit? You're trying to get a toy for a kid and these assholes decide to shoot at me like a fly on the wall. That's why I hate cowards like that. Jackals with their name written all over it. Got no respect for them."

"Well did you get the toy?" Austal was now craning his neck up.

"Yeah I got it, but it was full of holes."

"Like Swiss cheese." Marcus made an Mmm sound, no doubt thinking of food.

"Don't you dare talk about food right now."

"Why, you hungry?"

"Man, I could eat an entire fuckin tray of lasagna right now."

"Pizza too. Ten slices."

"At least." Fowler leaned as far as he could towards he stuck drone, outstretching his free left hand, fingers literally inches from the end of the machine. "It's too far away. I can't reach it."

He shifted some more, halting when sharp sounds of cracking came from the branch underneath. It was beginning to buckle.

"Oh hell."

A final desperate lunge managed to get the moth knocked free. It plummeted down rapidly.

Austal dove for it like a wide receiver at a football game. His hands outstretched and closed gently around the delicate machine. "Gotcha!"

"Alright kid. You now owe me one extra." Fowler stepped to the branch's other side, but he let out a yelp of surprise when his foot suddenly gave out and the broken branch fell to the ground. He had no time for reflex grabs as his hand slid right off the slick branch and he plummeted straight down.

Austal looked up right in time to see Fowler's fall, right above him. Acting on instinct, he stepped back and charged forward a split second later. He hit Fowler just in time to save him from a back breaking fall. However, the force had tumbled them over each other and they both lay side by side at the stump of the tree.

Brett shifted, letting out a low groan and wincing from the newfound pain in his arms and leg.

"You okay?" Austal knelt in front of him with a depolarized visor, a streak of crimson trailing from his nose. When he exhaled, a splatter of blood exploded out and smeared the inside of the visor. "Aw shit. This is friggin perfect."

Fowler actually smiled at his misfortune, "Brother, it is going to take more beer to pay for this one than you can afford."

With the operation finished, Valdez's men found only one survivor that was barely conscious. He had a butt hit on the back of his head and was out to sleep for a good five hours.

When his comrades found him, he was shaken and traumatized. He was speaking in a nervous voice, as if they could still hear them.

Before he fainted from the shock again his words were, "We never saw them."

* * *

><p><strong>With the Spartan Lasers back in the hands of the UNSC everyone can go back to their original business. Right?<strong>

**Thanks for reading and reviewing. You give my writing purpose.**


	6. Takeover I

**Firebase Noble, Reach**

**November 12, 2557**

The service for Jaguar was short and informal. The two other fireteams in the 37th, Regal and Bishop had been present as well as holograms of the small number of Spartans on extended leave. Lusana included.

"Cedo Nulli. I yield to no one. Not only did Jaguar go above and beyond what the call of duty asked, but they were good people. Inside and out. No doubt that they remained unyielding even at the time of their deaths."

Tyrant stood in the center, holding four sets of dog tags, each one belonging to one of Jaguar. In the center of the chamber stood four large boxes, holding the bodies of their fallen. The other 37th Spartans stood around, all with puzzled and uncertain looks on their faces, something that seldom happened. "I'll never forget them on a personal level. They never deserved to die like this."

"Then what's the plan?" Fowler asked. His question was on every other Spartan's mind.

Tyrant gave an equally hardened gaze. "Track them, find them and kill them."

Eon was in the briefing room of their section at Firebase Noble obtaining their pre-mission synopsis. Tyrant had earlier dispatched Fireteam Regal to Installation 02 in an ONI corvette to recover their fallen comrades. They had less than twenty-four hours to find out what happened to Jaguar or Regal would suffer a similar fate. Thankfully, they had escaped without being compromised and managed to gather quite a lot of intel Tyrant was about to share with Eon.

"You do know that Jaguar's report to HIGHCOM was about them dying in a disaster onboard Halo?" Bowman asked. When Tyrant nodded, he continued, "Halo's supposed to be stable. The only atypical thing that could cause a disaster is something artificial."

The rest of Eon eyed their commander curiously.

Tyrant knew that he'd eventually have to come out with the truth. He was sending Eon out to plot their next move against the killers but they needed to be back at full capacity. It did no good to send an Eon Lead who had been whisked away onto the field hours after being certified to be a Spartan.

"You're correct Eon Lead. Jaguar's death wasn't at the hands of a disaster. At least a natural one." He looked at the holotank in the center, a wide five by four foot display. "Hades are you there?"

"I certainly am." The AI materialized onto the table in a swirl of blue light.

Hades, being the 37th's primary liaison between Tyrant and field teams wore a plain black shirt and pants and he had shaved his head bald. His signature item was an electric guitar, covered in various designs from time to time. This time, it had four hands crossed together with the initials of the fallen.

"Listen, I'm so sorry about what happened."

"Save it." Tyrant said, sharing the sympathy, but not wanting to keep it going. "Eon's here."

"Already? I thought they were going to rest up."

"We're good to go." Bowman sharply said.

"Bring up the file on Jaguar's deaths."

"Yes sir." Hades vanished. "Want me to step off?"

"Please. This is something I want Eon to hear in private. Cut off all recording devices until I issue the clear."

"You got it."

Tyrant tapped the data and it expanded onto the holotank. "Three days ago, one of the UNSC's deep space scanners on Halo Installation two had malfunctioned. Engineers don't know why or how. So we sent in a repair team who went MIA after checking in twice. Additional recon drones later spotted a Covenant assault force numbering a significant size. It's a large fleet, but not as large as the one that hit Reach. We presume they are responsible for the lost contact and initially hostile."

The Spartans nodded, knowing that the attack on Reach involved one of the largest Covenant fleets ever seen loomed over its darkened skies. Photographers had captured some eerie and chilling images, such as a significant one of a quartet of cruisers emerging from the horizon of clouds, like giant black monsters waiting to claim the helpless below.

"Jaguar was sent in because of our stealth reputation. They carried ample equipment to properly diagnose the scanner and repair it. Needless to say, its malfunctioning should have been a dead giveaway that it was compromised. Still, I gave the order." Tyrant turned away, guilt in his eyes. "The force was primarily brutes. They discovered Jaguar and killed them."

"You sent them to their deaths." Pine breathed.

"Yes. All of them. They knew the risks and took on the task without a second thought. It's hard bearing the brunt of all of it. I have to write letters to all of their families. One little drawback to our unique unit regulations."

"Good thing that's been abolished."

"I suppose so. We're working with ONI on our end to find out how Jaguar was discovered." The teams were all part of Tyrant himself. Their greatest successes and failures were shared alike.

The 37th had a unique requirement prior to entering in the unit. The use of a healthy relationship with someone else, regardless was required to be even considered for qualification inside. The idea was to believe that someone married, engaged, etc was less likely to make reckless mistakes and uphold a vow to return home alive.

Austal was nearly kicked out of the unit due to that rule. Now with it gone, the spectrum broadened up to new potential recruits previously rejected due to this term.

"I suppose that's the price we bear for the UNSC and humanity. The price that Wiles, Paboucek, Cullen and Lupano all paid yesterday. Let's all make sure we don't have to pay it ever again. A stealth frigate will be here to escort you back to Halo Installation 02 once we get a full assessment of the malfunctioning post. Until then, that's all I've got for you."

* * *

><p>Marcus Austal lived about twenty minutes out of Firebase Noble, just on the outskirts of New Alexandria.<p>

After Reach's glassing, many parts of the planet were spared from the scorching from above. The metro area happened to be one of the lucky places where the rebuilding process could start. Remarkably, the city had already boomed to nearly its previous status before the attack. Unfortunately, the same couldn't be said for the rest of the planet.

There would be times where he would be gone for days on end without any ample leisure. Stressful for sure.

Then again, what did he have in mind. No immediate family. His parents had died when he was thirteen and he was moved in the care of his aunt until he completed school. Post-graduation saw him joining the military and eventually landing a slot in the Spartan-IV program.

That was one of the drawbacks of having an apartment in his complex. The area was great, with good places to shop and eat, plus it was definitely safe. However, the cost of his rental was quite significant and unfortunately, he had a couple of accounts in a New Corsican bank in his name established by his parents. He had monitored them since he was nineteen and watched them grow into bountiful amounts. Sadly, he couldn't touch the money until he was twenty-four years old. He remembered when his parents created the accounts. They had believed that he would have finished science or math school and have already had his degree to go and inherit the family riches. Nobody knew what had come in that Los Angeles gas attack. Both of his parents were in the lobby when it broke out. Investigations came up cold, but part of him believed that it was no coincidence.

It was for sure that Austal wouldn't make the same mistake for his own family.

He settled into his bed and promptly closed his eyes, falling into a deep sleep.

* * *

><p><strong>Colonial Natural Resources Department Earth and Luna Headquarters<strong>

**Vancouver, Canada**

Tricia Drestler looked over at her ringing chatter. She gave a sigh upon looking at its ID.

Out of all times the boyfriend Chris tried to call her, it was now, when showing the Vice Minister of the CNRD their newfound servers and database to replace their old headquarter area in London.

The sun was beginning to shine outside, sparkling over the crisp waters of the harbor and the glass buildings across on Vancouver Island reflected the brilliant orange glow.

She excused herself and walked to a secluded area.

"Chris?"

"Hey Trish," His voice was crackled with concern, "I've got something for you?"

"Can it wait? I'm showing the department's number four our new facility."

"No. Just come to the coffee shop across the street." The line clicked dead.

It was odd; Chris knew that she wouldn't be off for another two hours and she told him that she would be among the staff showing the Vice Minister their new place. If the department was to crack down on energy and natural resource use, then getting approval from the higher-ups was essential.

"Trish?" Her boss called out, "Where are you?" He was a stern faced man in a jacket and khakis. Next to him stood the slightly shorter Vice Minister with wire thin glasses and snowy hair.

"I'm here. It's just my boyfriend. He wants me to meet with him at the coffee across the street."

"Really?" Her boss gave her that look, "Are you kidding me? When the Vice Minister's in town?"

Her chatter rang again. The Vice Minister nodded, "Go."

She thanked them and hurried downstairs, her brown high heels clicking on the marble floor.

Trish stood nearly six feet tall with reddish hair and beautiful blue shaded eyes. Her newfound job as one of the administrators for the Canadian area of the department was important, especially with the thought of Chris proposing in the near-future.

The street was bustling with cars, so she waited until one of the crosswalks blinked green and hurried over.

As she prepared to head inside the coffee shop, the door opened and a different man stepped out. He had a bit of stubble on his chin and a couple of small scars running down his jawbone. He was clad in a black windbreaker and his eyes bored into her as she walked past. When he exited, he made no move to keep the door open for her entrance.

Trish rolled her eyes and went inside. She found the blond haired Chris within seconds and sat down in the seat across from him.

"What's this all about?"

"It's no big deal. Why don't we head back to your work?"

She gave him a quizzical stare. Chris seemed a little off today. "What?"

"Let's just go." He stood up and began to exit.

"Chris." She put her hand on his arm, "Are you okay?"

"Yeah." His eyes told her otherwise, but she didn't really want to upset him too much.

They crossed the street back to the building, a massive glass paned face that was preceded by a large courtyard, complete with a hologram of Earth that rotated in the center near a pair of fountains.

Chris grabbed her hand and squeezed it. She looked around, noticing that there was strangely a lack of people around. She could still see the security officer busy at his computer.

The doors automatically opened up, breezing a wall of warm air in their direction.

"Trish." The security officer stood up, "Do you need a guess pass for-" His question was cut off by a brief soft sound as he flinched, hands moving down to see the single bullet wound in his chest.

Trish and Chris turned around; the same man in the black windbreaker leveled a smoking pistol. It thumped again, discharging a bullet straight into Chris' stomach. He let out a sharp yelp of pain and fell down, blood beginning to seep from the wound.

Trish wanted to scream and jumped when another bullet struck the floor a few inches from her feet. The gunman now had the weapon pointed at her face.

"Sweetie, I wouldn't touch him if I were you." He threatened in a cold and hard voice.

Trish glared at him despite her fears of running amok. Sure there had been threats of takeovers and attacks to the department, but nothing this real. She knew like usual ransom gunmen, they wouldn't harm her whether the demand was met or the counter-terror teams. Her limbs began to shake as she cast a long look at her boyfriend, now groaning on the floor with a hand clamped over his wound.

"What do you want from me?" She asked, voice beginning to shake as well.

"Your cooperation. Do as I say and I promise you and your boyfriend will be unharmed any further."

A rattle of gunfire caused a bunch of screams to erupt. This time, five more armed men in similar clothing held submachine guns. They marshaled a group of staff to the stairs.

"Upstairs now!" One of them fired a stream of bullets into the ceiling for motivation.

He motioned for Trish and Chris to join them.

Moving slowly and deliberately, she picked him up, draping his left arm over her shoulder. He grunted, putting pressure on his legs and trying his best to help despite being wounded. The look he gave her completely was disheartening.

"I'm sorry."

The lone gunman holstered his silenced pistol and shoved the dead security officer off the desk chair. He tapped an earpiece on his left side once he had settled in.

"Clear."

* * *

><p><strong>Been quite a while. I'm such a busy person. XD<strong>

**Thank you very much for reading and reviewing. You give my writing purpose.**


	7. Takeover II

**November 12, 2557**

Austal clicked the continue icon on his computer to view the next page.

It was now the fifth page he was searching for a place to rent or own and yet nothing turned up. He found irony in having a pair of rich parents who'd wipe their asses with bills and now he is here, trying to find a place where he could be able to save more. Well, dead rich parents, but that didn't help him now.

He was sort of exaggerating. He still managed to pay his bills with plenty left over, but he was beginning to see more of his time spent outside of his place than inside and he wasn't really getting his worth.

His comlink buzzed and he looked over, it was a text message.

_Hey!_

He smiled before picking it up, typing a response in the green holokeys.

_Hey._

_I'm still set to leave on schedule._

_Good. Can't wait._

Austal had just sent the message again when he got a ring, someone was calling him with the ID Captain.

"Austal."

"Marcus, it's Bowman."

No idea how it could've been pulled off, "Captain? How did you get my number?"

"That's not important." Marcus knew he had to listen carefully. It wasn't everyday a 37th Lead called you on your personal comlink. "Can you come into the base tonight? Get enough things to be gone for a couple days."

"I'm not sure. Can it wait?"

"I'm afraid not. This is an urgent matter. Fowler and Pine are already here with me and we're just waiting for you. Your armor and armament's already packed."

Austal looked at his messages, it had to wait. "Alright. See you soon."

"Likewise." The line clicked dead and he sank back into his seat. Of all nights something at work had to crop up, it was this one. He already dreaded the response he was going to get. He thumbed another message, quickly sending it.

_I'm sorry. Work just called._

_Oh. What did they say?_

_We're doing some more analysis. I'm afraid I won't make it today._

_Aww. That's too bad._

_I know. I know. I'm really sorry, but things like these are cropping up left and right. Whoever we're studying is growing restless._

_I guess it's okay. After all, you need all the money you can get._

_Haha. Thanks. Really. I'll make it up to you sometime. I promise._

_Ok. Miss you._

_Miss you too. When I do get a chance, I want to talk with you about something._

_Be careful._

_I will. Thanks._

Austal pocketed the device and slipped on his coat before leaving.

The weather on Reach was already starting to cool down immensely. A light dusting of snow was falling lazily from the gray skies. That light was reflected on the ground giving everything a dull look.

The wind had yet to pick up, but it was there, very notorious for biting away at any exposed skin. Austal wanted nothing more than to head back inside and curl up in his own bed or sit next to one of his heated vents and enjoy a hot coffee.

Being a Spartan sometimes sucked.

* * *

><p><strong>FFG-173 UNSC <strong>_**Ferdinand **_**en route to Earth**

"Just in time." Bowman gave a lopsided grin as Austal dropped his bag on the empty bunk. The Spartans had been transported out of Firebase Noble and onboard a frigate whose patrol took it by Earth.

"Save it." Austal shot back, "What's going on?"

"Shit's going on that's what." Hades said as he materialized in the holotank at the room's corner. "Why you so upset? Happy to kick some more ass?"

"Not really." He accepted a bottle of water from Ross and took a swig. "You still haven't told me what we are headed to Earth about."

"Just in case nobody has noticed." Fowler declared, arms outstretched, "Austal's date got interrupted and he's pissed off."

"You have a date?" Hades excitedly said, "That's so cool! I wish I had a date. You know, flirting and all. Like Cortana; she was pretty sexy." When he saw that the four Spartans were giving him perplexed looks, he opened his mouth as if to say something else, but saved it for later. "Never mind. Sorry."

"Now that everybody's here," Bowman said, "You're probably wondering why you've been interrupted from all your activities. I got a report hours ago that the Colonial Natural Resources Department's new Earth headquarters was overrun and taken over by armed gunmen. Police and elite counter-terror units in response have been held back due to the prospect of hostages being executed. These guys are well armed and well trained."

"Well trained?" Pine asked, "By who?"

"Some of them are ex-UNSC Marines, Army washouts due to instability or various reasons for discharge. Others are from PMCs and they've all gone dark after some strange event. Done about an hour ago, I got this."

Bowman slid aside the holotank's display and pulled up another image.

The horrifying display showed a hologram of a man lying on the concrete with a bullet wound in his chest and streams of stained blood in his clothing. The unnatural angle his body was positioned suggested that he had been thrown out of the building, no doubt at a high level. The police report already determined that he had been dropped alive and died upon his impact on the hard concrete.

There was a piece of paper attached to his clothing and "WANT TO STOP US? SEND SPARTANS" was scrawled over it by a thick black marker.

"Now you know why we're going to be there." Bowman closed the display, now just leaving Hades on the tank. "We'll be onsite during negotiations for show, but we're not engaging."

"We're not engaging?" Typical Fowler.

"No. The police major onsite believes that she'll be able to negotiate a release for the hostages and resolve the situation peacefully."

"You know that's not going to happen." Austal said, his agreement perking Fowler up as well, "Those guys are armed to the teeth from what we've been told. They're obviously giving the authorities one way to resolve it. Theirs. By the looks of it, they want to fight and kill or be killed by Spartans."

"Makes sense." Pine agreed too, "You kill a Spartan, you break our myth of invincibility. You die by them, shows their lethality. That's why they asked for Spartans in particular."

"Why us?" Austal said, "Why not send _Infinity_'s contingent?"

Hades spoke up, "That's where I have even more to the puzzle." He winked off and brought up a sheet displaying a dossier.

Bowman saw Austal's gray eyes turn icy. "That's exactly what I thought."

"What's going on?"

He turned to Fowler, "That man is Zachary Gustafson."

"Gustafson's a lone wolf terrorist that's been off the grid for years. No real cause for him just recruits mercs and randomly attacks places to instill instability." Hades said, "Thing is, while they look random, they're actually hiding something even deeper."

"Like what?"

Austal had done forensics for this purpose in part of his spare time; this was mainly something he had kept from others close. It was because he did not want anyone else to know. Soon, he knew that he would have to reveal all his secrets eventually.

"Like a certain gas outbreak in Los Angeles nine years ago. At attack killed many and left even more incapable of recovering for life. The mass attack itself was actually done to cover up its true targets."

"Marcus, you don't mean that-"

"I do. The detectives conclusively agree with me that Gustafson is responsible for the death of my parents."

* * *
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"Let me make this clear." The man said on the rooftop talking to a twin rotor drone hovering to the side of the building, "I want to have three checks of two billion credits each as well as fail-safe codes for all UNSC ships stationed in independent colonial areas. It better be done in less than eighteen hours or I will slaughter all my hostages in cold-blood in front of everyone. Just try me."

Major Alyssa Boost of the Vancouver Police sighed at the display. The man on the other side was none other than Zachary Gustafson, a notorious freelance bounty hunter known for his excessive aid to many rebel groups on colonies not under UNSC jurisdiction.

From Gustafson's dossier, he had killed his mother when he was only a boy, telling the authorities that he had done it out of boredom. From then on, he had been partially involved in the New Haven nuclear detonation as well as more than a dozen more incidents that took a significant death toll.

There were no records of his psych evaluation in any legitimate government's rosters and any attempts to track him down and explore his location ended in dead ends.

On the center floor of the CNRD facility, there were countless massive servers processing the vast amount of information that the department processed to and from its Earth and Luna facilities. Now there were three armed gunmen inside, all fixing long cylinders to the floor.

Gustafson always had loose contacts in the general area of where he was hired to operate. The small bit was that he had no real idea who his true employers were. They varied from time to time and he had a hacker friend who got no luck in tracking financial transfers to determine their identities. Whoever was ordering him to do all of these really wanted to keep themselves secretive. Then again, he never really asked, didn't matter as long as he got his pay. He was always the scapegoat and it didn't matter. It always amused him that even directly involved in terror incidents had always frustrated authorities because he slipped through their grasp.

Gustafson had long blonde hair, hard blue eyes and a long scar that ran horizontally across his forehead. He was dressed in a black synthetic bulletproof vest and had a pair of optics strapped on top.

He stepped over the fallen body of a security officer and knelt beside one of his men. The similarly armored person was fixing another silver cylinder to the floor.

"Everything going okay?"

"Yeah, we'll be ready in a minute."

"Boss?"

Gustafson turned to see another man holding out a datapad. "Looks like we got company."

At the entrance, the police must have given the counter-terror units the go-ahead to storm the building. A ten man team slowly advanced, opening the doors to enter the lobby that was right underneath.

"Predictable." Gustafson scoffed, "Get those charges in place now!"

He stood up and walked out, "Execute the plan."

Gesturing to two other gunmen, they strode down a nearby staircase that divided into two pathways to surround a large marble pillar before intersecting again. They crouched at the top and waited. It was a clear vantage point and had they been given more time, he would have set up a light machine gun turret to suppress any raid teams. There was virtually no cover and attacking at a surprise could eliminate the whole unit before they had ample time to react.

"Wait for my signal." Gustafson said as he unholstered a pistol. He held up two fingers and his comrades nodded in understanding.

The hostage rescue team was moving in a V pattern, with the team leader at the front.

They crossed over to the desk, sweeping their weapons around and vigilant for any trap.

Gustafson was about to give them one they would never expect.

He held down a fist.

Quickly, he and his men took out stun grenades, primed them and threw the objects at the hostile's feet.

The leader had been so focused on scanning for hostiles on his motion tracker, he failed to notice the flashbangs that fell down.

The grenades detonated, creating an assault on their eyes in blinding white light. He heard screams and knew this was the moment.

While they were stunned, Gustafson and his men rose from their cover, opening fire with their weapons.

Bullets peppered the area as the unit attempted to take cover. Two officers went down almost immediately after multiple of their armor piercing shots punched straight through the useless vests they had. Armor piercing bullets were hard to come by for most terrorists, but Gustafson knew that they would be up against targets with body armor and demanded ample supply of the ammunition.

He fired a couple more shots from his pistol and found a simple box with a button on it. He thumbed the detonator and casually triggered it.

The men had set up electrostatic explosives which caused three thunder booms to happen from above. The entire floor upstairs completely gave way and Gustafson could hear the screams of the hostages from where he was. It was followed by silence from his men tapping a gunshot.

The roof began to crumble, chunks the size of cars fell to the floor. The counter-terror team had been trapped, if not killed underneath the crushing debris.

Gustafson smiled at his victory, which then just faded.

A whisper went through one of the glass panes in the lobby. The white trail from the sniper bullet connected with one of his men as the bullet pulverized his internal organs and completely ignoring his armored vest.

"They got snipers!" His man said.

Gustafson wasted no time mantling back into cover and quickly retreating. A couple of additional sniper shots missed, but he suspected that they had purposely not hit him. He fled back to the main room, making sure they weren't being followed.

Another armed man ran over from the room where the hostages were being held to greet him. He was breathing heavily from all the adrenaline.

"Send two of them to guard the entrance. Stay out of the sniper's sights."

Two armed gunmen nodded and they moved out.

Gustafson left them, punched the elevator button to the roof and emerged on the top. Wind caused his hair to flow behind him as he walked to the edge. The sky was beginning to turn gray and a few droplets of rain began to pelt down.

A police drone moved over the edge. It steadied itself with its buzzing rotors and the nose mounted camera whirred as it focused in on him. He made no move to threaten it, knowing that this was essential for his next move.

"I thought we had a deal Major." Gustafson gritted his teeth, "I said no counter-terror units except Spartans."

"Listen." Boost replied, "We're just going in to see if the hostages were safe."

"They're going to be far from that if you keep this up. I thought I could do things in acts of good faith, but it appears I can't trust you. So therefore, I'm giving you a limit. Get all your snipers to stand down. Either get me my credits, send me Spartans to fight or I execute a hostage in an hour. That will continue every twenty minutes afterwards. Your call major." He held up a watch, turning his hand so that the camera could see the display. "Your time starts." A tap of the button, "Now."

* * *

><p>Boost looked over at her comms officer, "Where are those Spartans?"<p>

"They just left the _Ferdinand_ ma'am on pelican Predator five four five. Five mikes out."

"Patch me to them."

"Yes ma'am."

"Predator five four five, this is Boost. I need immediate contact with your Spartan team."

"Predator five four five here." The pilot replied, "Transferring you to the Spartans."

Onboard the pelican, Eon had already been inside their MJOLNIR armor getting what intel they had on the hostage situation.

"Spartans?" A female voice came through the cabin. The hologram of a middle aged woman in police uniform with the insignia of a major was projected in the center.

The team already knew that she was in command and Bowman took an instant disliking to her due to a strong adherence to protocol. If it meant they'd complete the mission, he didn't mind bending the rules, as long as it was just. To her, that was intolerable. Then again, she was police and not military, but it still did little to change his opinions. He knew that he would have the upper hand, but controversies between the two were inevitably going to erupt and he would do all he could to maintain control on his behalf.

Bowman stood, "This is Spartan fireteam Eon lead. You must be Major Boost."

"That's correct." Boost nodded, "I'm here to provide you with more details on your targets."

"Yeah we know who he is already." Another Spartan piped up in an annoyed manner beside Bowman. The latter looked down, "Austal, save it. Major?"

"Affirmative. The raid is being led by a Zachary Gustafson, responsible for multiple notorious terror events in the wake of the Covenant war. He has more than a dozen men inside, all armed with military grade weaponry. He's demanded Spartans to come to their rescue and I suspect he wants a showdown with them."

"Ma'am." Fowler spoke, "We ain't like your typical Spartans. Where are they located?"

"The majority of the tangos went up to the twenty first floor and bombed the server room on the fourteenth. Because it was situated right above the lobby area, it had crushed a team I sent up to raid the building."

Bowman arched an eyebrow, "You sent a team already?"

"Yes. Why?"

"Only an commander with a foolish mindset would do that." Boost stiffened, not one to take criticism. "You're talking about one of the most wanted men by the UNSC. Gustafson always stays a step ahead of law enforcement, so for one, he expected you to do that and he probably prepared so that it would be clear that only Spartans could solve the problem. Not only have you infuriated him and made our schedule tougher, but you also sent five good men straight to their deaths without and intel of what's going on."

"Eon lead, you're not an analyst."

"No." Bowman cut her off, "Major, I'm not. Keep doing whatever you're doing if you want the hostages' blood on your hands. If not, just step back and let the Spartans take care of it. It's quite apparent you've not had much experience dealing with volatile terrorists."

"You're not to take command of this crisis. Captain Bowman, you may be a Spartan, but I'm in charge here."

"When my team is on the ground, I am in command of what they do. My squadmates report to me and I report to my unit commander. If you have any problems with that, you can take it up with him." The team all knew that Tyrant well supported their intervention and would put on his "take-shit-from-nobody" attitude.

"Ma'am," Pine had said nothing during the conversation and interrupted when he sensed an argument beginning to brew, "Just continue to provide us with intel that we'll need during our infiltration. We'll get Gustafson, in handcuffs or a body bag."

Boost nodded, "I understand. I'll continue trying to stall and negotiate. Get it done." She shot a glare at Bowman, who shrugged it off and winked out from the display.

"You in a bad mood today Cap?" Fowler asked.

"No. It's just that the Major pisses me off." Bowman brought up a blue schematic of the CNRD building. "We deal with the incident, maybe we'll minimize any interaction with her. Looks like the tangos entered through an underground entrance from the parking garage across the street. We'll enter there and make our way up to the twenty first floor. We got an hour to get this done."

"Eon, ETA to drop zone is sixty."

"Roger that Predator."

Gustafson began to hear a falcon's rotor whipping and saw the black dot of the approaching aircraft cresting over a couple of taller buildings.

The corners of his mouth curled into a smile.

"Mr. Gustafson," One of the men was behind him with an assault rifle and a blue duffel. "Your equipment."

Never had the terrorist went up against Spartans. He had killed everyone else though, men, women, children, police, soldiers. Now he was about to add Spartans to the list and he would forever be immortalized as the one who would begin to deteriorate their myth of invincibility.

Of course, he was well aware that a direct confrontation would lead to an unfair advantage on their behalf. Doing so only ended up in his death. The Spartans were adaptable foes, so he had to be ready for their every move.

Time to even the odds.

He unzipped the bag and took out the brand new N6 Spartan laser. Thanks to an earlier stolen shipment, he now had his hands on the perfect weapon for destruction. Sure, a rocket launcher such as the M41 could do the job, but using such a piece of high technology could instill nervousness on the opposition.

The laser's pointer began to blink as he held down the charging trigger.

The pilot saw the charging glow too late.

"Look out!" He gave a brief shout before suddenly the left rotor on the falcon exploded into flames.

The Spartans barely managed to hold on, thanks to their augmented reflexes. The heat blistered from the side and now the uneasy motions from loss of control began to knot their stomachs.

"The hell was that?"

"Engine's gone! I'm losing it!"

The falcon lurched downwards and began to spiral out of control.

* * *
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Bowman let out a groan as he shifted uncomfortably in the wreckage.

When the laser had taken the falcon for a spin, the pilot had managed to divert the falling aircraft away from the highest concentration of civilians, many of which were witnessing the entire hostage crisis, drawn by the red glow. Their uncertainty turned into panic when they saw the laser beam leap out to blast an incoming aircraft's engine to smithereens.

The pilot crashed the aircraft onto the roof of an adjacent parking garage to the building that shared an underground tunnel with the CNRD headquarters. This action had saved many lives of civilians, but it claimed the pilot's.

With a grunt, Bowman kicked off a piece of wreckage that had pinned him against the craft's floor and crossed over to the cockpit, already knowing the grim fate of its operator.

"Shit."

Upon impact, the pilot had been thrown forward, an action that had snapped his spinal cord and lay in an unnatural way against the glass. It was a gruesome death, but still quick nonetheless.

Bowman tore open the hatch and wrapped his hand around the pilot's neck. He felt a chain and yanked it free. The family of this brave man were going to get a letter very soon. Another drop of blood upon Gustafson's tainted hands.

"Eon do you copy?!" Boost was practically yelling, "Eon come in!"

"Major, this is Eon Lead. Our team is intact, but Predator five four five is KIA."

Silence on the other line, "Understood. Head to our rally point and our stakeout teams will take it from there."

"Negative. We're moving in on Gustafson. We have our orders."

"And I'm giving you another order. Stand down."

"Major, this situation is getting worse by the second. Gustafson is as legit as they come. He's pretty damn serious. One of my team members is affected by his actions and I'm not letting my own orders get compromised by yours."

Boost sighed, "If you're correct, this is more of a vendetta than a normal op?"

"No." Bowman's voice turned cold, "It's purely our mission."

"Stand down now Captain Bowman!"

"Negative."

"Listen lady," Fowler was helping Austal dig his own way out of the Falcon and Pine was nowhere in direct sight, although their HUDs showed that he had exited the aircraft and was scoping around a few minutes before Bowman came to. "You had my respect as an officer and you still do, but it's quickly deteriorating. We're Spartans, we complete our mission and we shove aside anyone who stands in our way, mentally and physically."

"Gustafson's going to cut off all your communications very soon." Bowman added, "You want to know last time a Spartan team got crossed? Go and look closely at the fate of General Jagardere."

"Captain Bow-" Suddenly the connection cut out, followed by nothingness. Any attempt to mess with their communicators proved no useful either.

"Speak of the devil." Pine quipped.

"Major?" Bowman tried again, "Major do you read?" He gave a sigh, switching to external speakers. "Comms are down. Use external speakers only. Ross, back on me."

"Roger that."

Five minutes later the team crouched in front of the burning falcon.

"Okay." Bowman said, "We go in quietly through the rear entrances and make our way up the stairs. Once we get a better analysis at what we're up against, we'll adapt. Everybody good?"

"Ready."

"Fowler's good."

"Roger that."

"Double check your equipment."

The Spartans searched everything, careful not to overlook a single detail, as that could come back to bite. Specifically in the ass end.

"Oh hell."

"Fowler?"

"Yeah." The Spartan yanked out his camo module, it now had several shards of metal upon crashing and half of it seemed to be squished, leaving nothing but compressed pieces of circuits and mechanics "Busted."

"Mine too." Pine showed his equally damaged one.

"Better not be all of us." Bowman grumbled. He saw his own, "Shit. Austal?"

"Mine's okay. It is a little damaged, but it still works." He triggered it, showing fairly good operating. "Can't say the same for rest of my armor."

"Let's not get into forensics here." Bowman concluded, "We're going to split up. Gustafson's likely hijacked the surveillance system, so he'll see us coming from a mile away. Austal, looks like you're going solo inside. Rest of you on me, we're headed to the rendezvous point."

"Are you kidding me?" Fowler cried, "You're all trading punches with the major and now you're going to kneel down?"

"Fowler, this is tense stuff. Lock it up."

"Yes sir." His words rang hollow as his body language still remained tense. Already, issues were evident between the two.

"Pine, you and Fowler head to the rendezvous point and tell the major that we'll catch up."

"Affirmative."

Bowman pulled Austal aside, "You ready for this kid?"

The younger Spartan was shorter than his captain, but he was just as determined, "Just tell me what I need to do."

"I'm putting Ross on overwatch as long as you're traversing through the main entrance face of the building. Since our HUDs still can work, mark targets to kill or unharm. This goes against our fallback orders and we could get in deep trouble for this. However, the aftermath is even worse if we do nothing to stop it. Stopping Gustafson is your top priority."

"Roger that." Austal's weapons had silencers on the barrels, so he'd be able to somewhat stealthily kill his enemies. His usual weapon of choice was the M57 PDW, a rather new bullpup fully automatic carbine and submachine gun hybrid. Compact and easy to use, this weapon was years ahead of modern weapons research and thus was expensive to field, which was why Spartan-IVs got early access to the new ordinance. The magazine held forty rounds in a standard box cartridge.

"Okay let's get going. Good luck out there kid."

* * *

><p>Bowman waved down the major when she met the Spartans at the rally point. Despite the tension filled air between them, she looked somewhat relieved to see they were alive. Her eyes began to show fatigue along with all the stress that had occurred within the day.<p>

"Where's the fourth Spartan?"

Fowler exchanged a glance with his captain, "He had crashed inside the target building. Says he's still going to finish the job."

"I thought I ordered everyone to fall back."

"Well I'm going to have to punish him quite severely once he's done."

* * *

><p>Inside the lobby, Austal slowly walked forward, training his eyes everywhere. His motion tracker was cold which meant that either they were unmoving or it had been tampered with during the crash. It was most likely the former.<p>

The linking tunnels were made of concrete, stretching across enough for two cars to go on a twin lane road. Lighting was done by a usual fashion of lights all connected by a long tube of gray plastic containing wires to power them.

This complex was used to aid in the sheltering of an event of fire or other natural disaster. Now it served as the Spartan's only way to enter without being spotted, even if he used the cloaking, the tangos would instantly know something wasn't right when seemingly nothing opened the door to the lobby.

Also, several other corridors branched out to several other buildings in the area, but they seemed to remain silent. He could tell by the shade of the concrete that the CNRD's branch of the complex was newer.

Following the waypoint on his HUD, Austal came across three doors on each side with the entrance to the facility another hundred yards ahead. The six entrances were painted black and looked reinforced, all of them had a small keypad on their side.

The CNRD had likely kept these vaults as guarded secrets for valuable things and information.

None of them looked like they had been used within the past hours, so he didn't bother.

Continuing up the stairs, he found himself at the lobby floor of the facility. Looking over from his concealed position, he activated his camo and crossed over.

A huge pile of debris lay in the center and cases of spent brass littered parts of the floor. This was part of a battle and the grim fate of the SWAT group the major must have sent in prematurely.

Gustafson hadn't established any overwatch to the lobby and Austal crossed over with no trouble at all. It seemed very easy that he was going unnoticed.

Now he was beginning to wonder if he had been deliberately let this far. Was it a trap?

Couldn't be. Gustafson wanted to battle Spartans and a battle he would get. Except this time, Austal was on the winning side.

The man had been responsible for the gas attack in that Los Angeles hotel that day. His parents were the targets, although dozens of others perished as well, many of them with backgrounds that could question who the true target of the attack was.

He had never really had a good relationship with them in the first place. They lived in the western part of the URNA during his childhood after moving from New Corsica, the colony world he had been born at. Most of the dissent between them was negligence. The reason they had been targeted was because they were influential diplomats. Both Steven and Loretta Austal were fondly known to settle even the most cynical disputes. Sometimes, even the best can't break tensions and they knew when negotiations were meant to be applied.

That being said, they had put more care and attention to their own careers than to him. He was an only child and in his youth was quiet, not social around others. Of course, as he went into intermediate and high school this changed and he started to come out of his shell, but he continued to remain somewhat distant.

The deaths of his parents unnerved him. While in most children it would be a time of mourning and emotional trauma, it actually seemed to define him more into the person he was today.

He would take down Gustafson, dead or alive. The madman was going to get the battle against a Spartan he had always dreamed of. It would be done, but not for his parents.

Crossing the edges of the lobby, he moved towards the elevator. Deciding against calling down, he began to search for a staircase. Activating it would telegraph his approach and ready the hostiles for him. If not by a hail of automatic fire, then many well placed grenades could be thrown in the movable room and easily kill him.

He halted short, just in front of a narrower hallway as his enhanced hearing began to pick up. Even though Gustafson may have rushed to take the building, he left many places unsearched and would conduct searches for hostages and routing any attempts to retake it from their grasp. His motion tracker had three blips in a steady movement in his direction. Activating camo, he vanished from sight, remaining perfectly still and practically invisible to even attentive individuals.

"I heard something."

"Nah, you're just hearing shit."

"No I swear. Came from over there."

"Then shut up! Can't let them know we're coming!"

The noise volume they made dropped to a lower level as the men tried to silence their approach as best they could. At their quietness, most people could not detect them.

But Austal could.

Finally, he saw the two black clothed men arrive at the end of the longer hallway. They had simple visors on and cradled MA2 assault rifles. Although dated, it remained rugged and reliable, now commonly found in the hands of rogues and freelancers. Still, within the UNSC as of 2557, it was still in service, albeit in very limited numbers.

Austal shifted his focus on their interest from their conversation all about Gustafson. Although they could be saying something vital, it was more of complaints about their boss. Something he kept his recorder on for.

His camo was plenty to make him invisible to the tangos as they walked closer. The set of doors down the hallway were occasionally opened.

His motion tracker suddenly detected more blips. At first he thought it was damaged too, but then it appeared a second time.

The tangos were getting closer to them as well.

The thought clicked in his mind as he slowly moved in that direction, remaining thoughtful to stay out of sight.

One of the gunmen swept the final door.

"Nothing in here."

"Are you sure?" His partner asked right behind him.

"Yeah. There's nothing."

"I'm not convinced."

"Like we have any tools to search. Boss will give us guns, but won't even give us lights or night vision."

"What can I say?" His partner waved his rifle casually, "Budget cuts suck." This got a chuckle from both of them. "C'mon, I don't wanna miss his next starring moment with the authorities."

Marcus moved to the door they had searched the moment they had turned their backs. His hearing picked up something, causing him to listen more carefully.

Breathing.

"What was that?" A voice whispered.

Austal looked down as he scanned the room. He came face to face of what had alerted Gustafson's men in the first place.

* * *
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"Who are-"

"Quiet!" Austal hissed as he firmly clamped a hand over the other person's mouth. In the distance, they heard more male voices drift from the hallways. He felt the person relax and removed his glove to reset it underneath his M57.

Remaining perfectly still, he allowed the camo to cycle again and he seemed to vanish in one swift pulse that ran down from his head to his legs until he had disappeared completely.

The module was the newest version thanks to breakthroughs of reverse engineering Covenant versions employed by the sangheili special operations. Although the UNSC counterpart, designated as the T-4 Advanced Refraction Dissonance Modifier/Camouflage was the best in service, it was expensive to produce and so far, the 37th was the only Spartan unit to employ the modules. In addition, it still wore off the faster Austal moved or fired. They had yet to produce a module that kept the user concealed while performing such actions.

If there was one good thing, it was that when the module's battery was exhausted, it would then begin to draw power from his MJOLNIR armor while it recharged itself.

The damage of the other three Spartans might mean that they would have to be outfitted with the standard issue until replacements could be ordered.

The voices had faded and Austal finally deactivated his camo, allowing himself to slowly fade into view. He looked over at the person who he had silenced before and crept towards them, keeping a careful eye on his motion tracker.

He was in a small conference room and the dark shapes huddled all along the back wall were people that hid during the takeover.

As part of any building's security in the sense of armed gunmen marching up to overtake, instructions were to hide until an all clear was given and authorities were able to debrief those involved about the situation.

There were many places where it went south. An incident on Reach before its collapse had civilians evacuating after an all-clear was given, only to realize that the gunmen were actually the ones who gave the signal, fooling them into going straight into their massacre. A live video feed mysteriously leaked past ONI's sensors and was a gruesome display that shocked the public.

Never again would that ever happen.

Or so Austal hoped.

He knelt down next to the group, flicking on the safety of his weapon, a sign that he meant no harm.

"Hello."

"Who are you?" The man stammered, finally able to say it without his interruption.

"My name's Austal. I'm a Spartan. I'm here to get all of you out of here."

"How are you going to do that?" Someone else asked.

"I don't know."

"Aren't there more Spartans."

"Unfortunately not. I'm all that was sent." Austal said, ignoring the frightened griping that followed that even a Spartan couldn't fight all the terrorists. He was right, Gustafson and his baddies wouldn't stand a chance.

"Listen," He began, "I'm sent in here to neutralize those who have taken control of the place. I need to know where they went."

"Okay." The man said, "I'll tell you everything." His breathing suddenly became irregular as he tried to recall what had happened.

Austal saw his predicament and reached up to remove his helmet.

That's when he heard the voices again. The group suddenly fell silent again and he disappeared in a simple pulse that covered his armor. Slowly, he crept to the side of the door, now aware of the multiple pings coming from his nine.

"See I told you that there are still people down here. Passed them on my last patrol, but we didn't have enough guys to round everyone up."

"Yeah, they'll be scared shitless."

Austal now began to see their outlines as they jogged down the hall. He counted five men, all armed with assault rifles.

They halted at the front door and one illuminated a flashlight, casting a single bright beam of light into the dark room.

"Well well well." He snickered as he knelt down in front of the huddled group. "You should know that it's safe to come out by now."

In his position in the shadows, Austal saw that the man had been shot in the stomach and his shirt was stained crimson from the torso down.

Countless times have nagged him to lunge as soon as the enemy presented themselves, but at the same time, he fought the urge. There would be a time to strike out, but now wasn't it.

This was another one of the countless hostage situations he had been in and it had no less pressure than the previous ones. This time it was much different. He had no backup, no support. The only thing he could trust was himself to get it entirely done. One slip up would mean his own demise and likely all the hostages inside this building. He shifted from his position, careful not to make his presence known.

"Get up now." One of them said to the group. When they remained glued to their area, he fired a round into the side of the wall. The loud sound of brass certainly made many of them jump or scream in fright.

Instantly, one of the terrorists reached over, hauling a woman up. The rest soon followed and for a second, Austal had thought that they were just another group that had hidden from the gunmen.

Another terrorist shined a light into each of their new hostages as they passed the door. He paused when he saw an older man wearing thin glasses and white hair.

"Stay here." He reached into his pocket and pulled out a datapad. He held it still in front of the man's face and brightened when he was done. Austal realized that it was a facial recognition scanner.

"Just the man we were looking for." He said, "The Vice Minister."

"What do you want from me?"

"Me?" The gunmen chuckled, "It's my boss who needs you. I'm just doing my job, just like you. Honestly, it's nothing personal."

"You won't get anything. Trust me; threaten me with death and torture, but I've seen it all. You won't break me."

"Like I said. I won't be the one to come to your aid when you cry for help."

The terrorist put the barrel to the Vice Minister's back and began to escort him out.

Now was the time to strike out.

Austal unsheathed his knife, a simple tool, yet he possessed incredible skill as a knife fighter. He had only began martial arts when he had joined the UNSC which was only for a year before being requisitioned for the Spartans. Knife combat was among his specialties.

In one swift motion, he flipped it around so that the blade was in his fingers. His hand came down in an ax chopping motion as he calmly released it from his grasp. They weren't his specialty sting knives he normally carried, but it still performed its job admirably.

His camo deactivated, Austal had already shifted his focus to the other tangos, knowing that the sound of the knife sinking into his original target's back had already sealed his fate. His pistol was in his hand and he rushed against the wall, a clear line of fire wasn't visible with all the hostages spread between the Gustafson's men.

He scrambled partly up the wall, just as they began to realize they were under attack. Two of them never got a chance to retaliate. He quickly set them both within the aperture sights of his pistol and took them both out with a single shot, the weapon's specialized cartridge designed to bypass body armor, and thankfully they weren't wearing any.

Crouching low, he struck out as he stood up again, fist catching the next tango straight in the jaw. The force from the blow had flung him backwards where he crashed against a frame on the wall and slumped over unmoving.

His presence known, all the hostages in the escort immediately got flat on the floor, a mandatory procedure should there ever be a gunfight in the vicinity. He was almost baffled by their utter calmness when doing so, but saw some of the bodies trembling as fear would often take over any other logic in a situation like this, no matter how many drills were conducted prior.

Austal sprinted to the first tango he had taken down when he heard the sound of a cocking rifle. The last terrorist had aimed down and the pressure on his rifle's trigger was increasing.

The knife cleanly slipped out where it was buried and he tossed it as easily as a throwing disc. It arced through the air at a speed faster than the eye could follow and made a wet _thwack._

Blood began to seep through the clothes of the impaled man as his eyes went wide and he finally toppled over.

With all the tangos down, Austal activated his camouflage and observed his motion tracker to see if anyone was coming afterwards. It wouldn't be long before Gustafson found out about his missing men and sent even more his way. He was holed up higher with another group and would need a different tactic.

Deactivating his cloaking, Austal strode to the end and knelt down in an alert position.

"Everyone okay?"

The group of people looked over to him, whispering to one another in awe. Perhaps they have never seen a Spartan before, that or they were still astonished to see his flawless elimination of a half dozen men all armed to the teeth in a matter of seconds.

The Vice Minister that was being heckled by the terrorist earlier looked over everyone else that was hiding with him stepped forward, "Yes we're all fine. Thanks to you Spartan."

"Good." Austal looked around.

"Vice Minister Clark." He extended his hand, which Austal firmly shook, "I head the future operations for the Colonial Natural Resources Department."

"Marcus Austal…Spartan. I'm here to get all of you out."

"You're the only one?"

"I'm all that's left." He lied, "I'm under orders to clear out the tangos and free the remaining hostages."

"Understood." Clark said, "Still, it troubles me how they managed to get past our security."

"We'll worry about that when this is all over." The Spartan finished, however the exact same questions were lingering in his mind, "I saw the gunmen say that you're important to their boss. Any idea what Gustafson's interest is in you?"

"No. Perhaps it's on data, but the CNRD seldom acts in self-interest."

"What about secrets?" When Clark gave him a blank stare, he continued, "Everyone has their secrets Vice Minister."

"I couldn't tell you because I have no idea. I'm sorry."

"Don't sweat it." Marcus dismissed the conversation, knowing his frustration at not being helpful, "We're on the twelfth floor. I want everyone here to head to the main meeting room and stay there. Once it's all clear, we'll send police and counter-terror teams to extract you."

"What about you?"

"Once I've escorted you all there, I'm going to confront the leader," Austal said as he looked over his weapon. "And find out why he's doing all of this."

* * *

><p>Out across the street on the rooftop of an adjacent building, Pine casually observed through a pair of optics as Gustafson conversed with one of his men. He had no manners or sense of civility, especially when waving a handgun right in front of his lackey's face. No doubt they knew the situation was falling apart. He found it rather amusing because many times in holo-movies that involved terrorist takeovers were that the longer it took, the more tense the situation got. Add a growing distrust between the groups and it was possible that a rescue team wasn't even necessary. Many times evil forces turned on one another, doing enough work for themselves.<p>

Sure enough, the hostages were scared out of their minds being all in the corner and watched by four men all armed with MA2 rifles, weapons that now had limited use in UNSC spec ops forces.

Bowman was next to him, watching another section.

Their comms crackled again, the countless time since the jamming and suddenly they stopped, allowing silence to descend across their helmets.

Knowing the same fact, both Spartans exchanged a glance that still carried on a conversation despite the polarization of the visors concealing their faces.

"Clear?" They heard Major Boost's voice over the comms again. To his relief, Bowman was actually glad he could be able to stay touch with support. "Eon, this is the Major. Come in."

"Could it be a trap?" Pine asked. Unless Austal neutralized the jammer, they wouldn't turn it off for no reason at all.

"Doubt it. If this goes south, then we'll be ready." Bowman switched on his own channel, "Major, this is Eon Lead. Go ahead."

"Gustafson's halted the jamming sequence. I want you to organize your team and prepare to retake the facility. Have you heard from your man yet?"

"Negative, Eon Four is still dark."

Boost sighed, "We'll have to assume he's dead."

"I won't until I see a body." Bowman cut the line and turned to Ross next to him, "She comes back online, keep her busy." He opened a private channel to Austal, noting that it took little time to connect, "Austal, do you read?"

"Captain? I thought we were jammed."

"Your comms have been off and even through that I was unable to get you on. What's your position?"

"Heading upstairs to where Gustafson is holed up. What am I up against?"

"Plenty. If we go unnoticed, Ross and I can lend marksman support."

"Understood. We may have to take Gustafson alive though."

Bowman's body turned to ice, "Why?"

"This operation runs further than just a typical takeover." Austal explained.

"He killed your parents."

"I know, but for this situation today, I don't think their aim is to uncover the CNRD's data centers."

* * *

><p><strong>More than what meets the eye! The answer might be closer than what Eon thinks.<strong>

**I wasn't kidding when I said that there would be bigger gaps in updates. Nearly three weeks and the last update felt like it was done yesterday!**

**Thank you very much for reading and reviewing. You give my writing purpose.**
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**Colonial Natural Resources Department Earth and Luna Headquarters**

**Vancouver, Canada, URNA**

**November 12, 2557**

Pine did not hesitate to immediately highlight all of the guards patrolling the main room from his position on the adjacent roof. Beside him, Bowman was relaying the information to Austal, who agreed to breach on the first shot.

Despite a wall and door blocking his vision, Austal knew the formation of how the nine gunmen inside were, all avenues of approach were impossible, even with his cloaking as it had lots of open space that could still reveal him as he covered it. Thankfully his comrades were now lending a hand of their own hundreds of feet away.

"I have a visual on Gustafson." The sniper reported.

"Understood." Austal complied, "I'm ready to breach on your shot."

"I'll take out the ones closest to the hostages." In his invisible appearance, Pine found it hard to remember seeing where his limbs were in terms of inserting massive 14.5x114 rounds. The bullets were derived from an ancient Soviet high caliber weapon called the PTRS. This weapon punched straight through shields, body armor and it made a complete mess out of what flesh it bore through.

He slapped the magazine inside his rifle and yanked the handle, settling on the concrete edge of the building for a stable firing position. His scope relayed the targets all highlighted to his HUD which in turn was shared with the other Spartans. He shifted his weapon, centering the crosshairs on his first victim.

With the shot confirmed, Austal's HUD saw a long red line with PR, Ross Pine's weapon, meaning that particular gunman was straight in his sights.

"The wind's only five heading in a southeastern." Bowman said, "Shouldn't affect your shots that much."

Ross snorted, "Yeah, except a certain someone forgot to tell me I needed a suppressor. Not only that, but you have to take in any movements your target has, his armor, the density of the glass on the other end and don't get me started on the Corilois effect."

"I get it." Bowman replied in an annoyed manner, "You snipers have a language of your own."

"You Army people don't?"

"Do I look like I speak sniper?"

"No."

Bowman gave Pine an eye roller, "Fortunately, I don't. However, I speak three other languages; English, Spanish, Japanese and Arabic."

"I guess that makes Austal the only one out of us four that can speak French."

"I guess so." Bowman brought the optics to his helmet once again. "Austal, you ready."

"_Oui captaine. _Ready on your shot."

Pine's finger tightened on his trigger. Through the window, Bowman saw two of the gunmen standing up to one another, their body language reflecting anger. They were clearly in some sort of argument because they drew Gustafson's attention. The notorious terrorist apparently set them straight because he spoke a few words and separated them from one another.

That was the thing. Hostage situations usually got worse for the perpetrators the longer they lasted. Same could be said about the hostages themselves.

Bowman saw something in one of the gunmen's hand that had been arguing earlier.

"Hold your fire."

Pine's finger was merely ounces away from discharging a round.

"What the hell is the holdup?" Austal demanded, "I can tell that the situation is getting very bad here. Those hostages won't last much longer."

"That guy over there." Bowman pointed, "Look."

Pine followed his gaze which in turn led Bowman to see the door that Marcus was behind. "Oh shit."

"Austal, we have a problem."

He groaned, "Yes Houston?"

"Gustafson's got breaching charges on the door opposite you. As soon as it's open, you'll be stunned."

"How is that supposed to stop me?"

Bowman cut in, "You're a Spartan and the police do not want anybody needlessly risking themselves. Maximum amount of people returned alive."

"Captain, we're risking our lives everyday not only to protect the innocent, but those we care about."

Ross aimed his sniper downrange once again, "Austal, I've got an idea. Get ready to breach."

"No." Bowman protested, "We're going to find another way."

"There isn't another way!" Austal snapped back, "We wait any longer and it might be too late for some! Ross, execute!"

A millisecond later, Ross' finger tightened on the trigger, causing the rifle to shoot straight out a massive tungsten bullet to nearly instantly head straight for his intended target, the gunman holding the breaching charge detonator.

The armor vest that he was wearing did nothing to protect him as the round easily sliced through the entire way of his chest cavity. He had no time to scream or react, it was instant death.

Bowman, now aware of the plan began calling out numbers and other terms. While to normal people, they seemed to be random gibberish, the Spartan sniper knew exactly what he was saying.

Pine fired a second round a moment after the first one, now aware that the gunmen inside were all in a state of confusion, but that would only be a temporary thing.

Off to the side, Marcus stood a good ten feet back from the entrance as Pine's bullet came in at an oblique angle, making a neat little hole in the glass window and hitting the breaching charge, setting it off.

It exploded in a brilliant white light, blinding anyone who didn't cover their eyes.

Rushing to the door, Marcus swatted aside whatever remained intact from either the bullet or the charge and made his entrance.

Although it probably wasn't a wise idea to wield an M57 and his pistol in one hand each, he knew it would offer greater firepower. An additional perk was that he would look like a total badass.

He was dimly aware of Ross' third shot taking off the legs of a second bad guy when he spotted the majority of them raising their own weapons. Gustafson among those.

Three of them were heading straight for the hostages to use them as human shields, so Austal's carbine went full auto, spitting out half a magazine. Two of them went down instantly, dropping their rifles in response to the holes in their chest. The third scrambled behind cover before he could kill him too.

To his right, Gustafson also dove for cover, reacting much quicker than Austal expected. The two men beside him weren't so lucky. His pistol discharged two rounds, placed neatly in their foreheads.

Six down, three to go.

The third terrorist that Austal had targeted earlier saw that he was seemingly distracted and began to pull a suited man from the hostage group as a human shield. Unsheathing his knife, he thrust his palm out with the blade in hand. The knife sailed through the air like a dart, lodging itself in the gunman's neck just a couple of inches away from the hostage shield.

Austal slid into cover, just as the remaining three opened fire on him. His shields absorbed the bullets, crackling down to three quarters.

"Flank him." Gustafson ordered.

Marcus activated his camo.

The second one of them realized he wasn't there; he lunged out of his hiding spot, the invisibility deactivating mid-act. The gunman didn't have time to raise his own weapon. Austal grabbed him by the throat and sent him away with a devastating right cross to the face. He crumpled down a good three meters away, unmoving.

Gustafson's last henchmen saw all the carnage that had been done to all of his comrades and promptly raised his hands in surrender, the MA2B rifle dropping to the floor from his hands.

Austal proceeded to break his nose for good measure.

Suddenly, he felt his shields flare up. Gustafson had picked up one of the fallen rifles and let a stream of fire in his direction. Now the alarm in his suit was beginning to whine as his generator struggled to recharge them back to their full strength.

"Drop it Spartan!" Gustafson shouted, "NOW!"

Austal's shields had recharged by now. He shut off his camo and rose from his position.

Now he managed to get a good look at Gustafson, the first time he met the man that indirectly steered his life away from that of what it was originally planned.

The nasty scar that ran across his forehead already made him a terrifying figure. He had longer blond hair that was kept in check by an optical headband and icy blue eyes that burned with hatred. He had a sturdy build, all concealed by the rough black combat fatigues.

Had he not been a notorious terrorist, he would have looked like a professional spy that starred in Holo-movies. The big, tall battle-scarred person. One with an empty soul that claimed many lives and ruined even more.

Austal's included.

Gustafson's second arm had a pistol and it was pointed directly at the hostage group he had rounded up during their initial attack. Their gazes transferred from man to man as they watched the one versus one showdown.

Marcus' M57 was somewhere in the carnage and his pistol was his sole armament at the time. He raised it out of his holster and laid it on the floor.

"Now kick it to me."

His boot shut down as the weapon skidded towards him.

"Smart move, the police made, sending Spartans up just as I asked." He moved over towards the hostages, not taking his aim off them. "You know, there's a particular reason why. You see, many of my previous clients, whom I had very strong bonds with were wiped out by your kind. In a sense, you took something from me. Now I've been paid to do something more than just a typical takeover."

"Let's not forget there are two sides to this story." Austal coolly shot back, "You also took something from me."

"Look." Gustafson reached behind his back and pulled out a clawlike object, holding a handle between his fingers, "I'd love to have a friendly chat about loss, but if I took something from you it wasn't personal."

Inside his suit, Marcus felt anger start to flare up. Gustafson was trying to play mind games with him, but he still had one advantage.

He reached over, the pit dropping in his stomach.

Where was his throwing knife?

"You're looking for your hidden weapon?" He chuckled, "Then this makes it a lot easier."

He brought the plasma pistol to bear, already glowing bright green from an overcharge. Releasing the trigger, the orb of electromagnetic plasma automatically locking onto his signature.

Particularly hated by Spartans, the T-25 DEP, or Plasma Pistol was the standard sidearm for the Covenant. Usually wielded by the lesser species of Unggoy, Kig-Yar and Yanme, it alone posed a little threat. However it held one particularly dangerous feature.

If the wielder held down the trigger like Gustafson had, it would eventually overcharge. Although this would deplete the battery quicker, it proved devastating to vehicles, temporarily knocking out electronics and immobilizing it.

Similar effects were against shielded targets as well. The Spartans' shield would instantly overload, thus making them more vulnerable to attack. The Covenant used this feature to their advantage, shown more prominently used by their more experienced cannon fodder.

Marcus was in motion the second the overloaded charge hit his shield, effectively shorting it out. Gustafson didn't let up, opening fire with his pistol as he vaulted behind cover.

As he moved upwards, Marcus crouched, waiting for the right moment.

Exploding from his hiding place, he swung his arm around, easily batting aside the pistol that was going to be used to kill him.

Gustafson retaliated with an elbow that merely dazed him inside his armor. Austal dodged his second blow with him using the butt of the plasma gun. Still a bit small for an average Spartan, Austal's larger frame dove low and crashed into Gustafson like a defensive end going after a quarterback. They tumbled through one of the office desks and the blond ended up slumped against one of the portable gray walls of a cubicle.

Seeing the eerie green glow, he came to his senses.

Staring at the muzzle of the plasma pistol that the Spartan had to his face.

* * *

><p>Major Boost could only gawk in surprise as the lone Spartan emerged from the lobby one hand firmly on Gustafson's left bicep. His hands were bound by metal wire and his face had a bruise from that tangle he had with the Spartan. The police surrounding the building were still trying to ward off onlookers and reporters who had come to witness the event. At least they had some good news in that the crisis had been averted.<p>

She looked closer and saw that he was very slightly limping. Looking even closer, she saw that the right part of his stomach was bleeding from a gunshot. No doubt an injury suffering from a gunfight. Despite the wound, Austal still moved like he had plenty of fight left inside.

"Spartan." The major greeted, casting a dark glare at his accomplice.

"Major." Austal gave her a nod. "All tangos flushed out."

"Understood. Let's get that wound of yours patched." She waved over a couple more officers, but he stopped her, "That's a negative, I'm fine. The 37th is keeping him for the time being."

"None of this comes by me. Who gave you that power?"

"I did."

The three of them turned to a holotank underneath a white canopy. Now displayed was a Spartan in full GEN2 armor of the HAZOP version.

"Major, this is codename Tyrant, commander of the Spartan 37th Special Shock Divison." Austal introduced.

"Pleased to meet you Major." Tyrant said, with a grin behind the visor, "I take it my boy did his job well?"

"Whatever it was, I had no idea."

"Don't flatter yourself. Always count on one of my teams to get the job done. Least you could do is get in their way." He chuckled, "If you do impede them, there's not much I can do to save you."

"Is there something I don't quite understand here?"

"You've been kept out of the loop for the majority of this hostage crisis, since only a handful of people in various intelligence and law enforcement agencies know the newly discovered true nature about this raid."

"Bowman and the others are on their way to take care of it now." Austal added, "Tyrant and I will be escorting Gustafson here to Reach where he will face trial for his crimes."

The terrorist looked like he was about to say something when one of Boost's officers came over, fitting a metal muzzle over his mouth, stripping off his own optics in the process.

"If they give you any more problems, take it to me. I'll take care of it." Tyrant looked over, "Now go and give the media a good cover story of what just happened." He looked over at Austal, "See you at the rendezvous point. We have a few questions to ask Mr. Gustafson."

* * *

><p><strong>The crisis has been averted at last! The 37th are not going to stick around to be praised as heroes, even though they saved many lives today. Even with the world believing that it's over, Bowman and Eon are still there to deal with the true nature of this takeover.<strong>**  
><strong>

**Thanks you very much for reading and reviewing. You give my writing purpose.**
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Although the UNSC Detention Facility #410 didn't hold a lot of inmates, it certainly held its fair share of scum and villainy.

Situated in a classified location, the containment had enough space for five hundred prisoners plus personnel. Situated on the summit of a cold mountain of a distant moon that only saw sunlight once every four days, the dark place was rather lengthy to pronounce and its infamous reputation screamed out a nickname. Thus, the "Closet" was born.

Holding all the people the UNSC didn't want, but couldn't kill. Isolated from most civilization by a long shot, escape could be near impossible. The surface installation could instantly be cut off from the main prison located underneath the mountain's surface in case of an outbreak by immobilizing the twin elevator shafts that ran ten stories down. All of the service hatches and vents were monitored by sensors and could be locked down at a moment's notice. The control center was a long glass tower that resembled a saucer and viewed the two landing pads for transport. Surrounding the platforms were three SAM sites, with special missiles that targeted and disabled any engines of a ship attempting to escape.

When on alert, multiple detachments of AV-14 Hornet VTOLs could be launched. They were equipped with prototype engine suppressors, to limit their noise in flight. Because the snow all around reduced sound, it took a very keen ear to know that one was flying around somewhere.

Inside the main facility were infrared cameras, automated thirty caliber sentry turrets for elongated hallways and at the touch of a button from the prison's control center could lock a sector down and flood it with three different types of gases. Every prisoner also had a microchip inserted into their left arm. Powered by their nervous system, it broadcasted their location to a central hub in the control server every three seconds to track all the inmates' movement. A later update would also be able to track their pulse as well.

The isolation ward included being shut in a small room and exposed at a close range to halogen lights, dehydrating and disorienting those unlucky to having being thrown in. Within minutes, it was a new sort of hot hell. Even the metal floor would burn to the touch.

Every cell had double doors with a five foot span in between. The first one would be already opened and would not close unless the inmate's chip was detected within the span. It contained the basics, a sink, toilet and a cot in the corner.

The "Closet" was constructed in the latter half of the 2540s thanks to the growing age of the UNSC's previous high security prison. Its existence was known to the public, but many details of it were in obscurity, leaving the curious nowhere to even start. Even a ship heading to the facility would have a false flight log on its computer as cover. The real plan could be uncovered by ONI Agents having said security clearance.

This was Austal's first time to the facility; he and Tyrant were now escorting Gustafson to his brand new home. A cell in the "Closet".

Because of the heavy blizzards that constantly occurred at night, there was only one in four days or twenty-four of every ninety-six hours where aircraft could fly in or out. The wind made it too unpredictable and without some form of heat from the sun shining overhead. Flight plans had to be made and executed as quickly as possible, when the cold conditions were the warmest, ranging around thirty degrees Fahrenheit.

The pilot of the pelican was overall a very chatty older person, telling them some hair-raising flights he had done during his early time of the war. People like these were always appreciated. In a sense, despite him not being a Spartan, they still shared moments that defined who they were today. Silence would later overcome him as they were about thirty minutes away and he got right down to business. Both Austal and Tyrant were out of armor in combat fatigues. They stood on either side of the cockpit, watching their craft crest over an endless desert of white snow. Up ahead was the mountain range, the peaks all hidden by low hanging clouds. Through that they could see bright white lights shining down, their destination.

"Icebox this is Pelican Vile Niner-Two-Eight, heading one-eight-zero. Authentication code Black Fedora."

"Pelican Vile Nine-Two-Eight, this is Icebox. Black Fedora. Welcome to the Closet. Cargo contents?"

"Two interrogators and one prisoner."

"Roger that Nine-Two-Eight, turn four five and ascend to sixteen thousand. Platform Bravo is clear for landing."

"Turning four five, ascending to sixteen thousand. Landing at Bravo."

Tyrant turned to Austal, "Your first time here?"

He grinned, "Hopefully the only. Not to mention this freezing weather isn't to my liking."

The Spartan leader chuckled, "I grew up in Sitka, Alaska. Don't get all whiny about the cold with me."

"It's damn impressive. How guaranteed is it escape proof?"

"They tested it out. Three ONI Agents at separate times to probe for flaws. Only one of the subjects named Trip escaped. The other two had to push their panic buttons to effectively end their careers."

"Details?"

"All of it is classified and you bet they put countermeasures in of what he exploited."

The commander of the 37th SSD constantly changed his callsign every so often. He was a solid built man, augmented like the other Spartans. He had short wavy black hair and slightly tanned skin with brown eyes. His jaw was firm and much of his body was toned by years of experience. Scars here and there and his demeanor often reflected prompt obedience, but he also radiated compassion as well.

He was just as proficient in battle as any other. Although his favored weapon was any of the sniper weapon systems, he often carried a custom M6 pistol with a polished obsidian handle, made from Alaskan volcanic rock.

The Pelican settled down on the large pad, being tracked by twin spotlights coming straight from the command center. A group of armed guards with equipment went out to greet them, decked out in white fur coats.

The three of them shielded their eyes as the cargo bay door was opened. At first, they couldn't feel anything different, but seconds later the chill from the outside world blew in, overpowering the heating provided by the Pelican.

"We've got an hour before the Pelican must depart again."

With one hand, both Austal and Tyrant edged Gustafson out of the ramp and onto the cold pad.

To their left was a second unoccupied pad that had previously housed a supply ship. The small windows of when to fly in often had supply ships in the loading areas more than anything. Should the weather get bad for weeks, the interior of the prison had enough supplies, power and electricity to last up to two and a half months.

A sergeant greeted and led them inside the entrance of the facility, the overhead lights tracking their movements as the doors were opened.

The interior was all a stark gray, lit by lighting that made it resemble a space station. The guards patrolling all wore Marine BDUs that were colored in darker silver. They all wore cloth masks covering their noses and mouths and a pair of polarized sunglasses. Guard details on the outside would have night and thermal sights, as it was impractical to wear shades at night. The standard service rifle was the MA5D Assault Rifle specifically made from Hannibal Weapons Systems. The company was licensed to manufacture the weapons and the security firm for the "Closet" was the only buyer. This way if a prisoner had stolen a rifle to aid in their escape, it would be easy to identify where they originated by their weapon.

Gustafson was quickly registered in the database and injected with his tracker chip. As they escorted Gustafson to his designated cell, Tyrant caught up with Bowman.

"What's the status?"

"Everything is all cleaned up on our end. Austal was right; Gustafson was using the hijacking of the CNRD as a distraction from his real goal. Information regarding future agency interests and locations of diamond mines newly discovered on the moons of Siroco."

"Interesting but effective tactic. Were they able to get away?"

"Negative, all of them fire upon us and we engaged the enemy. All seven of them are dead."

"Austal and I are about to ask Gustafson his motives on this attack, maybe we can get some answers."

"Ask?" Bowman said, "Sir, we're Spartans not an intelligence agency."

"We are an Intel and counter-intel gathering unit so this can pertain to us. It deeply concerns me how Gustafson managed to penetrate the security of the CNRD, seeing how they can be quite secretive at times."

"We'll be back aboard the Ferdinand and on station if you need us."

"Absolutely. You've earned it."

They reached one of the main cell blocks, a long hallway that housed smaller concrete formations with the actual jail compartments inside. At the end of the hallway was a closed hatch that could pop out one of its lethal thirty caliber machine guns and eviscerate anything unarmed. All the halls had only one side of cells to prevent other prisoners from seeing one another while inside. There were four cell blocks which divided a hundred and twenty five prisoners into five sections of twenty five cells. Gustafson's particular block had only nine of the twenty-five filled up.

The cell had a table and three chairs surrounding it this time, which would be removed once Austal and Tyrant were finished. The door in front was locked and it opened when it had sensed their approach.

A door slid behind them once they were inside the space, locking quickly.

Tyrant took a seat followed by Austal. The duo looked at a still Gustafson.

"Mr. Gustafson, please. Have a seat."

He remained unmoving.

"Oh that's right." Austal stood up, walking over. He placed a hand over the muzzle and waited for it to make a soft clicking sound before removing it. "I completely forgot about your inability to speak."

He urged Gustafson into his seat.

"Mr. Gustafson," Tyrant began, "We'd like to ask a few questions."

"What? About the attack?" He sneered, "I have no regrets."

"That is apparent. However, we are not here for that in specifics."

"You must be Spartans." It was a statement.

"We are intelligence operatives and we are searching for pieces to a puzzle."

Gustafson smirked. Austal wanted nothing more than to clock the smug asshole in the nose and have his skull caved in from the force. "Then what use am I to you? I just do whatever job I'm paid for."

"This job was to murder people. Was it worth it?"

"I don't know. I guess it wasn't after all, I'm here to rot for the rest of my life. I've told you guys already it's nothing personal. I swear."

Before Tyrant registered what had happened, Austal lunged out of his chair, seizing Gustafson's head and yanking it back. He wrenched open his mouth and grabbed his tongue hard enough to make the man begin to scream in an indistinguishable manner, which intensified as the Spartan squeezed it in between his fingertips. Tears began to form at the corner of his eyes, but Austal was beginning to feel sadistic.

"Austal, that's enough."

He finally relented, letting go and allowing Gustafson to massage his mouth. When he looked back at the Spartans, he showed one emotion that they had yet to see out of him; fear.

"Okay, you win. Jesus that hurt." He gave Austal a dirty look, "I'm guessing you must be the son of Steven and Loretta Austal."

"You did a sloppy job. If I were you, I'd gas the entire hotel."

"Yeah, I did a sloppy ass job. Still don't regret it though. Paid tons."

Marcus began to glower in retaliation.

"Is this about revenge for their deaths?"

"No." Austal answered, "I was never really close to them anyway, but this is all about the rest of those innocent who perished that day. Now if you don't mind, stick your tongue out again."

"That's enough." Tyrant snapped. He turned to Gustafson, "Now that you are aware of what my Spartans are capable of, I presume you'll be more cooperative?"

Gustafson nodded.

"Good. Now from what I understand from Vancouver was that you were hired to takeover the Colonial Natural Resources Department facility there. Is that correct?"

"Yes."

"Austal."

"Dammit! I said yes it was!" Gustafson recoiled in his chair seeing the angry Spartan approach.

Marcus opened his mouth, this time grabbing the terrorist's head and pulling it back so that he was leaning against the backside of the chair and mouth tilted up. Gustafson's efforts to shut his mouth were easily bypasses as Austal kept his mouth open and grabbed ahold of the tongue.

"Mr. Gustafson, there's more to this than just a simple takeover. Austal here was able to deduce it by your lack of motives and frequent anxiety. It led us to the belief that there was a second team of gunmen undergoing a heist in the vaults below. The hijacking of the building was merely a distraction."

"Your men were attempting to steal sensitive and classified information from the agency. Mind telling us what it was and who it was for?"

Gustafson looked down at where Austal was pinching his tongue. In response, the Spartan released it.

"I don't know what we were completely after except that we were just given details on how to get it. I know part of it was about diamond mines."

"Details? So then who was this for?"

"Never identified himself, then again, I never asked."

"So you took a contract out of the blue," Tyrant asked, "Are you that good at judging people?"

Gustafson shrugged, "Mainly clients. I don't accept any illegitimate things."

"Well in that case, I got good news and bad news for you." The Spartan commander stood up. "Bad news is that we're now aware of your payment request and are now on our way to finding out what this little conspiracy is all about and then blowing it all up. Good news for us, but not so much for you."

He and Austal turned to leave.

"What's the good news?"

Marcus looked back and gave a smug look; the same one Gustafson had done to him.

"You get to keep your tongue."

* * *

><p><strong>I'm fairly sure that while Gustafson is one self-centered bastard, he would at least want his tongue!<strong>

**Welcome to the "Closet" one of the UNSC's highest security prisons. All the details designed are just the tip of the iceberg. We may come back here, although it may not be under pleasant circumstances.  
><strong>

**This chapter is out earlier than expected, which means that the next one may be a little longer as I'm catching up on updates compared to how far I am writing ahead.**

**Thanks for reading and reviewing. You give my writing purpose.**


	13. The Puzzle III

**Firebase NOBLE, Reach**

**November 13, 2557**

* * *

><p><strong>UNSC Med Dep, Psych Division<strong>

**PSYCH Report - AD2456583**

**LOCATION: BASE NOBLE, EPOSZ, REACH**

**PATIENT: Capt. Bowman Jacob O. – Spartan 37****th**** SSD FIRETEAM EON - ACTIVE**

**PRACTITIONER: Dr. Clements T. Renee**

**Date: NOV 13, 2557**

Captain Jake Bowman was transferred from the 9th MTSFO after a recommendation and approval from XXXXXX following a series of hasty conflicts during his tours against the Covenant. The traumatic experiences have had no effect on his combat performance or his mental sharpness.

Off the battlefield, Bowman is much more complex. He refuses to tell me the details about his divorce, only saying that it was a bitter time, lasting a year and a half before splitting. He is remarkably able to put these angst feelings aside when stepping inside the MJOLNIR armor.

It's quite inspiring, as this focus that he possesses is an experience that gives him a purpose to live for something and keep his mind off his dilemma. Most other soldiers I've had to evaluate have "dead" eyes, staring straight through me as if I don't exist. Despite Bowman's dark past, he does not have these traumatic signs which greatly impress me. His leadership is not unique, but it is reliable nonetheless.

Captain Bowman is not displaying any medical hindrances, whether physical or mental.

**STATUS: ****COMBAT READY**

**SIGNED: ****Dr. Renee Clements**

* * *

><p>Tyrant placed a set of headphones on his head and clicked the play button. In his other hand was a datapad, filling out the newest session of psych evaluations. Eon was the last on his list and two of them, Fowler and Pine had completed theirs before leaving for Cyrus VII. Bowman and Austal were the last two before they all could be submitted away.<p>

* * *

><p><strong>[[PLAY AUDIO]]<strong>

**Clements: **Captain Bowman.

**Bowman: **Doc

**Clements: **Please sit down.

**Bowman: **You know that I hate psych exams more than my ex?

**Clements: **I've seen your past ones and am aware of that. It must be done, so I'll try and make it as brief as possible.

**Bowman: **Appreciate it.

**Clements: **Jake, are you feeling alright? Sleeping okay?

**Bowman: **Yeah. Sleeping fine. No issues.

**Clements: **Good.

**Bowman: **To be honest with you doc, you need to just take a step back and let me do my job.

**Clements: **Then you need to be a little more respectful and let me do mine as well. Soldiers tend to indulge in their work, especially after suffering traumatic experiences on or off the battlefield.

**Bowman: **Doc, have you ever experienced combat before?

**Clements: **I've been at Sigma Octanus when the Marines assaulted Enfield and I've seen what it does to people.

**Bowman: **That's not what I meant. Have you ever been on the frontlines, shots being exchanged and all? Have you ever been shot at by someone else, intending to kill you?

**Clements: **No.

**Bowman: **See? That is the problem here. You've never had the choice of life or death in your hands. Once you have the rifle sitting comfortably, you have that power. All it takes is pointing it at someone and a little squeeze of the trigger. Boom. You've taken another life. In an instant, a living breathing thing is nothing but a limp pile of organs and flesh. Sure, it's justified that the other guy will do the same thing if you don't do it first, but imagine it. Imagine if that happened to someone close. A brother, father, or even a friend. Someone you've loved and cherished your entire life and all of a sudden this tiny plasma bolt or brass cone just turns out the lights for good. They've left this place forever. I've had that experience with many people, some of them I've known for decades since childhood.

**Clements: **Are you trying to convince me?

**Bowman: **Why don't you write down what you think they should do to me? Go ahead; tell them I have PTSD or whatever your egg-heads call it. Still, when it happens to a member under my command, it doesn't faze me or make me regret what I do. In fact, makes me want to find whoever is responsible and show them that they fucked with the wrong guy. Doc, I do very bad things to bad people. The reason is because I don't, then someone else will. People like us are what will keep those intending to do us harm from succeeding and I don't think that's going to change anytime soon. The sooner you realize that, the sooner me and my team can get back to work.

**[[END AUDIO]]**

* * *

><p><strong>UNSC Med Dep, Psych Division<strong>

**PSYCH Report - AD2456584**

**LOCATION: BASE NOBLE, EPOSZ, REACH**

**PATIENT: SFC. Austal Marcus A. – Spartan 37th SSD FIRETEAM EON - ACTIVE**

**PRACTITIONER: Dr. Clements T. Renee**

**Date: NOV 13, 2557**

Sergeant First Class Marcus Austal is displaying a remarkable amount of resilience to the many experiences he had been on. He is definitely younger than the average Spartan and I'm impressed how he made it into such an elite unit.

From his missions against the Covenant to his role in suppressing the attempted revolution by the former Venom Party on his homeworld of New Corsica, I'm wondering if Austal could possibly become Bowman as the years pass.

He has a great deal of independence as well as a strong desire to protect those who are unable to protect themselves. There is no doubt, that the 37th is lucky to find him.

Austal definitely brings a unique skill set to his team and like all the other Spartans, is a valuable asset. He does not suffer from any significant medical issues, physical or mental.

**STATUS: COMBAT READY**

**SIGNED: Dr. Renee Clements**

* * *

><p><strong>[[PLAY AUDIO]]<strong>

**Clements: **Sergeant Austal.

**Austal: **Doctor. Please call me Marcus.

**Clements: **Very well Marcus. Take a seat. We'll just have a casual conversation and promise me that you answer everything truthfully.

**Austal: **No hypnosis right?

**Clements: **I'm no witchcraft practitioner.

**Austal: **Okay. I'm in good hands.

**Clements: **Marcus are you sleeping alright?

**Austal: **Yeah, yeah. Most of the time, I sleep very well.

**Clements: **What do you mean by most of the time?

**Austal: **Well, sometimes I have very vivid dreams. They don't happen under any set circumstances and I'm not quite sure why. No set significance from my perspective.

**Clements: **Dreams, whether bad or good can seriously alter your behavior in your conscious state. What type are you experiencing? How frequent?

**Austal: **Varies and it's hard to tell. Sometimes I'm in combat scenarios, from when I was with my unit back on previous tours on Earth. Others are my Spartan missions with Eon in New Corsica. Other times are peaceful and happy memories.

**Clements: **Having very detailed dreams about combat is a factor that you could possibly be developing PTSD. Do you live by yourself?

**Austal: **Yes.

**Clements: **Now I've heard that you were in jeopardy of being removed from Eon due to your relationship status. I apologize if I'm delving too much into your personal life, but that's where I want to focus for this psych eval.

**Austal: **Do what you have to do doc. As long as it isn't too sensitive, I don't mind.

**Clements: **It's Renee. Now that the prerequisite has been taken out, you are no longer required to have a relation to stay within the unit. It's needless to say that you've found a worthwhile partner in the meantime. Are you two still together?

**Austal: **We are.

**Clements: **How would you describe it?

**Austal: **Well…I'm not quite sure. She's had quite a troubled past with her family as well, so we both share something in common and we have one another to comfort about it. She is the closest thing in years I've can call family and I don't doubt that I myself am the same for her.

**Clements: **Does she know that you're a Spartan?

**Austal: **No. I tell her that my occupation is for a recon and surveillance group. I think it's for the best that she doesn't know.

**Clements: **Being a Spartan means you won't get to see her for a long time right?

**Austal: **Longest I've been away from her was for two weeks. We've been fortunate to keep it steady and I'm always a bit worried it is affecting her in a negative aspect. It still doesn't make me rethink what I do.

**Clements: **That's good. Soldiers who are in a good relation with their spouse or partner tend to take fewer risks and return from operations alive. Shifting gears here, I've seen footage of your combat performance. It's impressive seeing you single-handedly eliminate nearly a dozen hostiles while not suffering a scratch. Seeing how you are rated as the number one in CQC and stealth in the unit, how does that weigh on you?

**Austal: **That's what a Spartan is. We are trained to be as lethal as possible. The ancient Spartans and the class twos were just like that. What many others will say about this is that we kill for a purpose. Every enemy you face in combat is going to be different. Unless they're grunts.

**Clements: **Does knowing that you've killed many people ever make you feel remorse to your enemy?

**Austal: **Talk about a damn mind fucker…Let's just say that everything I've killed to this point means one less individual willing to do the UNSC any harm. Sadly even with the war over, people just can't get along and the Covenant are no exceptions. Maybe someone killed by me or my team was acting in self-defense and sometimes it's tough knowing that they may have families of their own and they'll know soon that their son or father isn't coming back. Then again, you would have to be pretty stupid in my eyes to take a Spartan head-on, let alone four of the most elite group. I do this job because someone else doesn't have to. It does place family and friends in harm's way, just because they know you. I do everything I can to keep them from getting hurt because of my work. If my girlfriend got hurt because of what I do, I'm not sure exactly how I'd react. Same applies to any of my teammates on the field. Those responsible will definitely not want to repeat it again. That's why I aim to keep that from happening.

**Clements: **One last question, is that how you view war?

**Austal: **When we don't see eye to eye, some groups just have to settle it over lethal fights. It's saddening if you look at it. Sometimes the UNSC and its enemies can't lay down their arms peacefully. That's why there are Spartans. My team and I are here to make sure that when a conflict escalates, we'll be the ones on the winning side.

**[[END AUDIO]]**

* * *

><p><strong>How did I do in writing a psych exam? Maybe not the most accurate, but I think it was good for a first try. I'm actually now on schedule with updating, so expect the next one soon. Austal is planning to spend the following day with his beautiful girlfriend, but duty might call in the middle of it...<br>**

**Thank you for reading and reviewing. You give my writing purpose.**


	14. The Puzzle IV

**New Alexandria, Reach**

**November 14, 2557**

Marcus Austal had two very different lives.

The first was his military life as a Spartan-IV. Undergoing high-risk operations in mysterious places and part of the never ending battle to remove all the scum who wished to do the UNSC harm. Seriously, the list kept getting bigger, even though they managed to fight off and defeat a powerful alien empire. Apparently some people's thanks were to resume their campaigns against them once again, now some had the aid of the remnants of Covenant working alongside.

His second life was one he had hoped to pursue even further. Until a couple months ago, he had lived by his lonesome. Not something out of the ordinary since he had been doing it for as long as he can remember. In a sense he still lived by his lonesome, but a certain neighbor of his made settling down seem worthwhile.

It was nearly evening by the time he had gotten back to his apartment out in the suburban areas of the rebuilding city. Remnants of glassing and destruction could be seen further out, a harsh reminder of the Covenant's relentless onslaught that had devastated both sides on probably, the most destructive battle of the UNSC-Covenant War. There was still much to be done for rebuilding the colony, but progress had been made.

With his personal gear in one hand and a bag of food in the other, he set them down on the floor and unlocked his apartment, making sure the security alarm had no activity since he had last armed it. Fortunately, it wasn't and he was able to quickly enter.

His apartment was decorated very little and he had gotten boxes out in preparation to move.

Citing the costs, even for a cheap and well-placed apartment like these would still mean that his work was quite far away. Firebase Noble, the 37th primary center of operations was a thirty minute highway drive. Costs to live on base were cheaper and he could walk straight to work.

Of course, it wasn't without its drawbacks either.

He examined his nightstand, opening the drawer. Inside there was an Acheron A9 personal defense pistol, his favored sidearm in the field. Its semi-armor piercing rounds were advantageous against most body armor at a distance, even when the competing M6 series performed obsolete under the same circumstances.

This particular A9 had a black nickel finish and one he deemed sentimental in value to him. A9s he carried as a Spartan were often more "expendable" military variants.

If he ever needed it, it was just inside his nightstand.

Rounds were stored in a locked box nearby, two magazines full.

The smell of the sandwiches in the bag made his stomach growl. He had never had such of a thing called Philly Cheesesteaks, however asking Fowler about them made the other Spartan verbally lash out in surprise. Apparently it was all cheesy, beefy with caramelized onions, all over a roll. Of course, with a Spartan's more strict diet, they had to be careful however much they ate. Even when their bodies augmentations allowed them to take more energy from food that they ate, it still made them have to watch their diets for anything unnecessary..

Still, even a high fat food like a cheesesteak was better than UNSC rations, save for a few like the chicken stew and beef lasagna. Austal never wanted to talk about both the coffee and the berry blast protein bars. Plus, the cases of MREs came with a nutritional supplement inside a small pouch that went into water. It replenished certain body essentials, but it left an awful chemical taste in the water. On many UNSC bases, one could find a reusing box, a small container that servicemen could cast sealed, but unwanted parts of their meals for swapping or eventually repackaged and issued again. Those reusing boxes would be stacked to the brim with nutritional supplements and occasionally protein bars.

He stepped outside, not bothering to put on a jacket since he was only heading next door. Since he had last been on Reach, the weather had gotten significantly colder. Wind started to rip at his skin, about the time for light jackets, while it wasn't yet wintertime and he knew that New Alexandria winters were long and harsh.

He rapped his knuckles on the door.

"Coming!" He heard her voice.

The door opened and his grin lit up.

Marcus' girlfriend and next-door neighbor Gabrielle Addison was a team member of high end Westbrook photography studios. He had asked her out on a date before he and the rest of Eon had made the final push to oust the failed leaders of an ultranationalist party that had attempted to overthrow New Corsica. The colony was a birthplace that they shared.

Gabrielle stood at five foot eight, having auburn hair that fell to her shoulders. Her dark blue eyes sparkled in the light and he believed that they were what made her so captivating.

She had a slim, but wonderful model like figure, thanks to her newfound job as one recently. However compared to the models on the magazine, it would take her some work for her to make way onto the cover.

"Marcus!" Her face lit up and she threw herself at him. The fortunate Spartan caught her mid-lunge as she landed into his arms in a very affectionate hug.

This was not the lady he had first met four months ago.

When he first met his future girlfriend, she was a very shy person. Although she wouldn't tell, he instantly knew that she was afraid of him. After spending some more time with her, he found out that her fear of men primarily stemmed out from her father.

He was a large person who had been very abusive, as he and her mother had never gotten along very well. Initially, it had been just a growing rift in relation between her and her parents. The only people she held close in her childhood was her older sister, Jacqueline, who had died when she was only seven and two very close friends who had also moved to Reach with her.

Like her, he was also frequently without his parents, being mostly independent.

Still, she was only twenty-two years old and part of her was still broken.

Part of Austal too, was broken, so they shared something in common. They never had much of a real family.

"I brought dinner." He held up the bag.

"Great! I love cheesesteak sandwiches."

That's another thing he loved about her. She ate just about anything. Her friends were another story. How she managed to keep her figure despite this wide appetite of hers was a mystery.

"Yeah, those aren't for you. I got a ham and cheese." When she gave him a puzzled look, he chuckled, "I'm kidding! I got three of them!"

The sandwiches were excellent, especially to Austal's palate, which had started to adjust again to UNSC rations. Now upon eating this, he'd have to go through the entire disgusting process again.

He made a decision to have just the beef, provolone cheese and grilled mushrooms and onions on his two. Without a doubt, he or any other Spartan could easily scarf both down without breaking a sweat.

For Gabrielle's, he had gotten the same, except he had added a bit of tomato sauce.

Thankfully, they didn't need to dirty any dishes, since the wrappers already served as a place to catch any food that dropped.

Marcus gave a satisfied grunt as he balled the wrappers of both his sandwiches and made a basketball throw into the open wastebasket. He had finished all his food by the time she was only three-quarters done.

"Work going alright?" She asked, "When do you go back?"

"Not for a while, at least by my last remembering." Currently, he was lying to her about his occupation. Saying that he operated as part of a surveillance and recon unit for potential threats to the UNSC. It ran much deeper than that.

This was a woman he had come to care about a lot in the temporary time they had officially began dating. Their jobs often overlapped and just spending time together was starting to get scarcer. He knew that if she had found out what he really did, something bad would happen. It was a secret he kept from her.

"Hey,"

"Hmm?" He looked over into his eyes and he turned a bit more serious. He felt something on his back and reached behind to scratch it. Was he getting nervous or something?

"I need to ask you something." He looked down at the ground, "Um, I've been contemplating about moving."

"Moving out? Where?"

"On the grounds of the base where my team operates out of. I've already been putting in interest into several slots of the residences on the grounds."

"Why?"

Austal rubbed his forehead and scratched his back again. "Cheaper. I don't have to go far to work."

"What about me?" Gabrielle asked him, her previous joyful expression turned into an uncertain one. At first, she had been afraid of him. Now it seemed like she was afraid he would disappear. "You're just going to leave? Won't we still see each other?"

"That's the thing I wanted to ask." He reached over and gently pulled her hands into his. Looking into her beautiful blue eyes, his voice began to drop. "I was wondering if you would like to come with me."

He knew the risk, if she said yes; he would eventually have to tell her about his status as a Spartan. Knowing that many things still scared her, finding out your boyfriend was a newer version of what was deemed a freak and killing machine could be devastating. She knew that he fought and killed bad people, but much of the details he had left in obscurity.

"I don't know Marcus. I really don't. All of these problems come up when you move, especially with other people."

"I know. I'm sorry to put that thought into you. I have a month to make a decision before my entry will expire. I haven't decided myself either because I want to stay somewhere close where we can still see one another. I don't expect you to say yes. Hell, I don't even expect an answer from you. This isn't the first time I've had to make a decision and ended up losing someone I cared a lot about."

"You've done a lot for me Marcus. I really can't thank you enough and moving with you on your base would truly make us happy, but I'm not sure if I can."

Through Marcus' help, Gabrielle slowly began to overcome her shy and shaky self. He hoped to show her that not all people were bad or going to hurt her. For those that did, that's where his occupation came into play. Like in Bowman's psych audio, Eon did bad things to bad people.

"Enough of that." Marcus held up a holo-movie. "I brought a movie. Want to watch?"

"Sure." She smiled again, the prior conversation aside. "However, you must do something for me first."

"What?"

She went inside her bedroom and came back out with a tube. The label read a brand of moisturizing cream.

He cocked an eyebrow, "You've been busy."

"I've noticed that you're constantly scratching your back and I don't think it's because of me. You might have eczema."

"Eczema." Austal was familiar with it, having the condition at his birth, but thanks to his augmentations, the epidemic had been suppressed. His scratching could have possible been triggering it once again.

"Fortunately, this cream I bought should put it down for good. Just try not to scratch it once it's been applied."

Marcus moved over to take the bottle, but she pulled it out of his reach. He gave her a curious look.

"I need you to take your shirt off."

"Getting a little flirty here aren't we?" He smiled thinly, trying again to take the bottle. Once more, she moved it out of his reach. "Just let me do it myself."

She crossed her arms across her chest and gave a mock glare, "Shirt off. We're not watching the movie until we're done."

"This certainly isn't the Gabrielle I met in August." He tossed of his shirt, "Happy?"

"On the couch."

Austal lay facedown.

Gabrielle's eyes widened at his back.

While it was in excellent shape, it was the markings that were what caught her attention. Three of them were long stripes of dark red that ran vertically down his back. All over, were random markings that were much more faded.

Each scar had a different story to tell and her brief glimpse at his front told her that his back was much worse.

"All these scars," She whispered, "Why?"

"It's part of the duty." During a mission in New Corsica, Eon was tasked with aiding a resistance leader and ended up getting caught in the target zone of a gunship. Although they managed to escape through a warehouse, the aircraft fired missiles at the support beams. In the collapse, Eon four had scraped his back from sharp concrete shards. The speed of the fall, combined with its razor edge easily sliced past the suit's flexible part. He didn't even feel the pain until he was being checked out in a medical bay.

Those scars were the newest ones in his "collection" and he tended not to bother with them much.

He felt her soft hands begin to rub into his back. The cream felt icy to the touch and quickly faded.

Suddenly, he felt a stinging pain lance through his back.

"AAH!" He lurched up, "What the hell was that?!"

Gabrielle had jumped back in surprise, having previous instincts take over. Her face looked like she had just failed her college entry exam. "It's just a cream that will help with your dry skin."

"You didn't tell me it was going to sting!" He rolled off the couch and sprinted off into her bedroom, leaving her in shock. Never had she seen him move that fast.

Inside her bathroom, Marcus turned his back and now saw that his scars were reddening from the medicine. The stinging sensation had begun to fade, but that was definitely a surprise he never expected.

"Marcus!" Gabrielle came into the room. "Are you okay?"

He nodded, still examining himself in the mirror. "Yeah."

"I was just trying to look out for you. Never expected that to happen."

"Me neither." He caught his shirt when she tossed it to him, "I'm sorry about that."

"Don't worry about it."

Once Austal slipped on his shirt, she wrapped her arms around him and slowly pressed the side of her face into his chest. "You scare me too much."

"I know." He gently lifted her into his arms and made his way back out to the holo-tank. "You ready?"

* * *

><p>The movie wasn't excellent, but it didn't disappoint either viewer. By the time it had ended, Austal had his arm draped over Gabrielle's shoulders and she was comfortably leaning into his side. The credits were onscreen and he found himself begin to battle the urges of sleep.<p>

He made sure that the alarm for both his and Gabrielle's apartments were working and shut off the apartment's lights. Grabbing a blanket from the closet, he slid to the backside of the sofa and laid the blanket over both of them. The couch held enough space to accommodate both of their bodies.

Marcus placed a pillow beneath their heads and shut his eyes, wrapping his arms around Gabrielle's back at his side. It wasn't long before his breathing slowed and he drifted off into sleep.

* * *

><p><strong>This temporary leave Eon is having will be short lasting. Danger is still brewing out and Eon will have to jump back into the field! For now, Austal is enjoying all the time he's got with his girlfriend.<strong>

**It's been such a busy week, having my brain deep-fried by final exams. At least school is over for the semester and I managed to get a couple of certificates for future courses I am looking forward to taking! Now I've had a chance to finally write ahead of what's posted and maybe even speed up the bridges between the updates. Not sure yet, as I am also writing a second story at this time and will be starting a third in the near future.**

**Thanks for reading and reviewing. You give my writing purpose.**


	15. Invasion I

**New Alexandria, Reach**

**November 15, 2557**

Austal's camo shimmered as he crept up to the target. Invisible to most eyes, the darkness really negated any real use of the armor ability, but he had activated it nonetheless. It gave him an assured feeling that he had another cushion of stealth against his enemies.

"And if the Spartan is in the area, we need heavier firepower."

He recognized the voice, Gustafson.

There was no way he was going to allow the bastard to get powerful weapons to threaten Spartans. Nobody ever messed with them and those that did only were rewarded with death, the type and painfulness dependent on what they had done in the first place.

Marcus jumped forward, throwing his knife into the back of Gustafson's henchman's head. As he fell, he grabbed ahold of the terrorist's arms in a nelson hold.

"Die you Spartan son of a bitch!"

Gustafson squirmed around, causing Austal to end up facing him. A sweep of the legs felled him onto the floor.

Marcus kept his arms pinned by an arm of his own and he retrieved the knife, blade blood soaked from the earlier kill. He put the handle in his left hand and swung it down, aiming straight for Gustafson's neck.

He caught it mid-thrust, with surprising resistance. Austal realized he wasn't wearing MJOLNIR armor at all. Still, that didn't make sense.

Gustafson forced the knife away, skittering across the floor. Marcus then decided to starve him of oxygen. He placed himself in between him and the floor and firmly clamped his hand straight around the mouth. The two continued to struggle as he tried to speak through his shut mouth.

All of a sudden, Austal heard him let out another cry of struggle. This time it was a woman's.

What?!

Marcus' eyes snapped open. The entire apartment was dark, save for the nightlight in the kitchen and the glowing holographic display of the time, four thirty two in the morning.

The feminine sounds came from the person on top of him. Gabrielle was trying to break out of his grip.

He was strangling her! One hand was on her mouth, preventing her from saying anything and the other was wrapped around her midsection and pinned her arms down.

Quickly, he released his death hold, flipping them over on the couch so that he was now on top. Her face was barely illuminated by the small amount of lights, but he could easily tell she was very fearful. The sides of her eyes seemed a wet with tears and her breathing had become irregular.

"Marcus." She whispered.

He stared into her eyes in a calm manner, "It's okay."

She nodded and pulled him down so that he was now to her side again, "Are you alright?"

"Yeah. What happened?"

Marcus rubbed his head, "Just a memory dream. I'm so sorry. I just…..felt so vivid that I was on an op." He gave a sad smile, "I was fighting my target…got him in a choke hold. Only the target was you."

"Please don't beat yourself up over it Marcus." Gabrielle pleaded, "It's not right."

"I know. But I just hurt you because of it and who knows who else I've been doing this to? I can sleep fine, but I don't want to hurt you because of it."

"Things happen alright?" She put a hand on his shoulder, "It's on you if you're going to dwell in your shit or find a way to stop it."

Marcus nodded, and then suddenly grinned as if he realized something, "Did you just curse?"

"Wha?"

"You know, I've never heard you curse before."

"Have you seen me at work?"

Marcus chuckled softy, the matter all put aside over a briefly intimate conversation, "I guess there's a first for everything."

"Yeah. C'mon, I'm still tired." She lay back down on the wide couch, "I feel like sleeping all day."

Austal lay at her side and turned her around so that she faced him and was leaning into his chest, "For once, I concur."

"You know," She murmured sleepily, "You're surprisingly good at cuddling."

"If it pleases you to know, I have no prior experience." He had to hand it to her for sleeping in his arms despite him putting a death choke in action of a fast-paced dream to subdue the man who assassinated his parents.

This time, his dreaming did not involve any sort of fighting whatsoever.

* * *

><p>The next morning, Austal awoke at seven thirty, usually ninety minutes past his normal wakeup time. At the base, he would usually do a morning workout and then eat a light breakfast before heading off to 37th SSD duties.<p>

Today, he simply went to a local gym that he had a membership at and did his reps for ninety minutes. He was now used to people starting at him in complete awe as he set some of the weight machines to maximum and easily did more than twenty reps without even the slightest sign of effort. In all honesty, Tyrant was away and had sent all the fireteams on leave saying that he had matters to attend to. Something was up, especially with losing Jaguar in the process. At the 37th, he could set practice War Games against Hades, the divisional AI, who would set up opponents for the Spartan to take down.

He had brought along a new straplike pad that he would wrap around his back and set various weights inside. Eventually, he was on a mat in one of the gym's open floors doing pushups with nearly one hundred and sixty pounds inside. Sit-ups were next.

As much masochism as that sounded, it was essential for the Spartans to stay in the best shape possible and his weight preferences were much less than some of the older and stronger Spartan-IVs.

Just when he had finished and begun drying his body with a towel in the shower, his comlink got a text message. It was from his beautiful girlfriend.

_Hi. When are you coming back?_

He threw on his clothes and thumbed a reply.

_I just got done with my daily workout. Was headed to the store. Everything ok?_

_Yes. I'm just not feeling well._

_Alright. I'll be quick._

Weird. Was it the food they had last night? If it was, then there was a chance he might be sick too. However, his augmentations might have killed the sickness before it even had a chance to spread. Her immune system was weaker than his in this aspect.

Austal unlocked the door to her apartment and stepped inside.

Gabrielle was lying on the couch. Her skin was quite pale…much paler than what he usually saw. Her normal fullness of hair was now disheveled and spread wide all over the pillor. Sweat was beading on the forehead. A heat and cooling pad she had prepared earlier had no effects at suppressing her ills. It didn't help that her muscles were sore all over.

He moved to her side and watched as she moved only her head to look at him. She smiled weakly.

"You ok?" He asked.

"Yeah." She sounded weak too and although this was the first time he saw her sick, he hated it. It just wasn't her.

"You certainly don't look okay. Want me to take you to the doctor?"

"Then why did you ask?" Even though in her current state, parts of her unique personality still remained.

"Because, I was wondering if you had any knowledge about it."

"I…" Her next words were suddenly halted by intense coughing. Luckily, manners had kicked in and she put an elbow in front of her mouth. He heard something liquid trying to escape inside her, but nothing happened. She suddenly stopped, her eyes looking over at him and telling him everything.

Without warning, he sprinted off.

Marcus grabbed and thrust the bucket right in front of his face, trying to fight the nausea himself by turning his head away from her.

A split second later, he heard the sound of bile hitting the bucket bottom.

* * *

><p><strong>Oh great. She's sick! It's probably the flu...right? Could it be something else?<strong>

**Thank you very much for reading and reviewing. You give my writing purpose.**


	16. Invasion II

**Firebase Noble**

**November 16, 2557**

"Okay. Thank you." The nurse gathered the datatablet and disappeared back behind her desk.

The medical waiting room in the firebase was rather small, when pertaining to personnel that were not in the military. Families, spouses, friends etc.

The UEG had made a new decision to allow families and friends of those who served to also have temporary benefits to the military grade medical care, which at the moment, had reached its highest growth in the entire decade.

Marcus sat Gabrielle down at a waiting chair and he picked up a magazine, looking through its contents.

Over the night, her condition had gotten even worse and his departure earlier had not made anything much better. She was beginning to cough, complain about muscle pain and basically felt tired frequently.

He offered to take her to her doctor, but she refused, as another medical bill could strain on her funds. In response, he took her regardless, but this time to the military base's facility.

She knew that he was in a military force of some sort, but concerning the matter was nil. He had kept her completely in the dark.

On the other hand, Austal was completely nervous. Not about her condition, but the fact that someone would recognize him and leak out his secret.

He hated it. Hated keeping secrets from people. His parents had done that. A lot of things that they did were out of his awareness and eventually he knew exactly why.

Both Steve and Loretta Austal were respected UEG diplomats and ambassadors concerning economic and protection negotiations during the Covenant War.

The nature was highly controversial, especially with UNSC resources already spread thin on worlds, many of them his parents often worked at. In order to avoid such diplomatic incidents, many teams operating to evacuate civilians in the outskirts of the densely populated cities were denied extraction initially. A handful of them would eventually fall in defense against the Covenant and the unarmed were slaughtered.

His parents weren't comfortable with the decision either and possibly lived with the guilt forever.

That still didn't mean that they had to hide it. Right?

The two of them drove away from the base when the appointment had finished. The doctor's diagnosis was most likely the flu, as there were a couple of bugs going around, but nothing too serious. Marcus had the prescription bill sent to his account and arranged for Madeline to pick it up at a pharmacy near their apartments.

He was strangely rigid during the entire drive back and said no more than two words since they had left and he checked out with the guardpost at the front.

A half hour later, they pulled up to the apartment complex where Gabrielle's closest friend awaited them, a white bag in her hand.

Madeline was taller and had long golden blonde hair. From his entire time he had known her, she was always a flirt. He could see why. A slim curvy figure could leave any cynical person tongue tied.

He learned from Gabrielle that she had a huge crush on him. It was a good thing he had a preference to brunettes.

"You're back." She moved over to help her friend out before pulling her into an embrace. "I hope you're okay."

Gabrielle smiled weakly. Her pale skin made her look even worse than normal. "Yeah. Got the prescription?"

"It's called…whatever I can't say that." Both her and Marcus chuckled at that.

"Hi Marcus."

"Hi. How are you?"

"Doing great!"

"Good." He started up the stairs, "I have to take care of something real quick."

His face turned grim when he opened the door to his own residence.

Gabrielle was lying on the couch that they had shared from watching the movie the other night. A wet towel was over her forehead, but her temperatures merely made the water feel like hot sweat.

She rubber her temples and sat up.

Only to be forced back down. Madeline laid a hand on her cheek and gave her a glass of water. "Easy girlie. You're not going anywhere."

"Probably not. What about work?"

"I've already been in touch with Erica." That was her boss at Westbrook. "She's already given you a pardon. Take as much time off as necessary."

"That's good to hear. Where's Marcus?"

"He had to take care of something. Can I get you anything else?"

She shook her head, "I'm okay."

"So what is it exactly?"

"Probably a flu." She shut her eyes, wanting to just sleep for the time being.

"Is it? Or is it something else?"

Gabrielle felt her pulse quicken. "What do you mean?"

"You're just like a little girl. You know what I'm talking about."

Her cheeks began to burn again, not from the sickness. "No! Never!" Her denials caused her friend to giggle, "I'm not ready to be a mother yet!"

"Relax! I know he isn't like that! I'm just playing around!"

The two were interrupted by a knock on the door. It was Marcus.

"Madeline, mind if I talk with you in private?"

"Uh sure." She turned back to Gabrielle, mouthing "Be right back."

"What did you need me for?" The blonde asked as she stepped inside his room.

"I have to leave again." He stepped past her into his bedroom. Taking a look around his apartment, he kept a neat and tidy appearance as if he was expecting guests to show up at any time.

"What do you mean?"

"Well, maybe I just have to start from the beginning. Before I explain, I need to know you can keep a secret."

"I can keep secrets."

"Good." He opened his drawer and to her surprise, held the black shape of a handgun in his hand. A clacking sound indicated he had placed a magazine inside. "Because I need one other person to know. That person is you."

"Why me?"

"Rest of my colleagues already knows. Gabrielle's the only other person I truly trust with this matter and she's the one that can't find out."

"What secret?"

Austal stepped out. Changed from civilian clothes, he now wore a sleek black costume that shined off the dim light. His shorts were replaced by dark cargo pants and fastened securely on his waist by a utility belt.

"Your suit…" She started, aghast.

"Is a black under-outfit for a Spartan four. Yes. I am one."

* * *

><p><strong>Covenant Battleship <strong>_**Abdicated Fortitude**_

Inside the primary bridge of the _Abdicated Fortitude_, the sounds of teeth slicing into meat was something new and not heard everyday.

The jiralhanae were known for their barbaric warlike natures on and off the battlefield, utilizing a pack squad mode to overwhelm opposition.

They lived up to their name, appearing as apelike creatures with different shades of fur. They were immensely strong, capable of overpowering a Spartan in their MJOLNIR armor. Bonding in packs, they fought with utter ferocity, instilling overwhelming power and fear into anyone who dared to oppose them.

Their bonding and loyalty bordered on overzealousness, meaning that they could easily be manipulated. The Covenant discovered them to be in a war of their own already and they were easily defeated and absorbed, thanks to their savagery. It was rumored that before their pre-industrial state discovery by the Covenant, jiralhanae had developed nuclear weapons, but had nearly put an apocalypse on their world thanks to a combination of warmongering and the nuke's destructive capabilities.

The last of the major races to join the Covenant Empire, the jiralhanae instantly sparked a mutual hatred with the sangheili due to their aggressive behavior which clashed with an elite's usual sense of snobbery. Their blind following spirit would eventually be exploited, when the late Prophet of Truth dismissed all elites from their position and replaced them with their brute counterparts. Before this, they served prominently as shock troops and stationed as primary officers of the mythic Covenant secret police force Apostles.

When they had usurped their positions, the Prophets issued blank checks and new issued equipment, replacing the traditional plasma based weaponry for weapon designs originating from their homeworld of Doisac. Although many of them are remade, the new weaponry reflecting their warlike nature were based on weapons used by tribes for centuries. Their armor was reminiscent of their home planet too.

The Covenant now journeyed to Earth and was ultimately defeated after UNSC and their newly-allied Sangheili forces fought long and hard battles. The brutes themselves had made themselves formidable foes in their betrayal against the elites with these new tools.

After the Covenant had been destroyed, the brutes were left leaderless, as their prophet commanders fled the battlefield to avoid risk of detainment or execution. They once again found their roots of animosity against one another and began attacking amongst themselves. Both the UNSC and the elites took full advantage of this.

Fragments of brute factions still existed, long after the war. Many of them continued to serve their sangheili masters and others resumed their campaign against both the elites and humans. Many of these brute tribes had possession of sizeable militaries and powerful warships to be on the target list of the UNSC Defense Force.

Like the faction in control of the _Abdicated Fortitude_.

The Viking like manners aside, the Council of Chieftains comprised of an enormous jiralhanae force along with unggoy, kig-yar and lekgolo who had escaped the collapse of the Covenant.

Fanatical to say the least, they had fled from their posts, stumbling across a Halo in the process and rebuilt themselves in hopes to resume their war of genocide against humanity.

_Abdicated Fortitude_ was constructed at the large Testament shipyards and launched a year before the start of the Human-Covenant War. She was the last of her class due to expenses having to go towards construction of Assault Carriers and CCS heavy cruisers.

Stretching two kilometers long, she and her sister ships bore twelve energy projectors, pulse laser point defense guns and plasma launchers. Her hull was reinforced with the newest armor composite and insulated by a new overshield. By herself, she was able to inflict massive damage on UNSC ships.

Instead of most conventional aesthetics of Covenant ships, she was more elongated than her sisters, more bulbous towards her stern and somewhat resembling a purple zeppelin.

The Council of Chieftains had been assigned the vessel and now it served as the flagship for their nine-ship fleet of cruisers and frigates.

The main representatives of the CoC had now gathered together on the bridge as they heard a transmission that had given them a new purpose. The fleet had intercepted humans trying to see what they were doing, but in all, it was a ruse to the true intentions.

Soon, the UNSC would have yet another front of war in their theater.

* * *

><p><strong>A rising threat means that the good men and women of the UNSC will be the first to confront it. What they don't know is that they're going to strike closer than expected. Primarily a filler chapter, as I am beginning to catch up with myself in writing.<strong>

**Thanks for reading and reviewing. You give my writing purpose.**


	17. Invasion III

**UNSC **_**Picacho del Diablo **_**at Reach Rally Point Lima**

**November 19, 2557**

Nicknamed the Diablo, the Marathon-class cruiser was now the flagship in the task force to intercept increased Covenant activity. The class was now beginning to be phased out in favor of the new "Autumn" heavys based on the Halcyon design. The Marathons still in active service all went through refits through the post-war years to feature an increase in engine power and an energy shield that was currently being developed for further enhancement.

Eon was already on a Pelican en route to the vessel when Tyrant had contacted them with details.

A large radical Covenant group called the Council of Chieftains had sent a warning beacon to a UNSC scanning outpost at a system that was a dozen lightyears away. The operators instantly alarmed FLEETCOM and mobilized a group to deal with the fleet.

It got even more personal when the Council had confirmed the deaths of four Spartans in their threat message.

Jaguar.

"You know, it's only natural that I get to be aboard a ship I'm partially named after." Hades chuckled in Bowman's helmet as they stepped onto the hangar bay. Below them on the floor was an emblem of the ship's number C-935 as well as a backdrop of a red devil crossing his arms with an M6 handgun in one hand and his trademark pitchfork in the other.

All around them, men and women in BDUs pushed carts, marshaled aircraft and essentially getting ready for their rapid response.

A young bridge officer met them upon their exit. "Eon?"

"That's us." Pine nodded.

"I'm Lieutenant Paul. Admiral Brady sent me to brief you."

"Lead the way Lieutenant."

Paul led them through the complex hallways of the vessel, always turning at arrows on the floor that indicated the direction of the bridge. Occasionally, a disembodied male voice came over the speakers, most likely to direct certain personnel.

"It's an honor to meet you Captain Bowman." Paul extended his hand as they walked. "Your stellar MTSFO record is the stuff of legend with us Navy. You single-handedly eliminated three columns of wraiths during the Battle at Mate's Rivers!"

"Thank you." Bowman said nonchalantly as he shook the gesture, "How old are you lieutenant?"

"Twenty-two sir."

"Let me fill you in on something. You've done quite a bit I assume during your short career here?"

"Yes sir."

"I can see that. Admiral Brady makes good taste. Mate's Rivers was just my duty. Those Covie fuckers were going to exterminate every human in sight. Let me tell you something; stay alive, do your job and don't fuck up. You see me as a hero after what happened back there. What do you think I see myself as?"

"I…"

Bowman held up a hand, "How old do you think I am kid?"

"Um…" Paul looked a bit nervous, "Thirty-three?"

"Thirty-five. When you're my age kid, a lot of shit can happen."

Then he turned away and continued walking.

"Hey." Pine put a friendly hand on the lieutenant's shoulder, "Don't take our CO too seriously. He's just been through a lot."

"Really?"

"I'd rather not elaborate. I'm Spartan Ross Pine and this is Brett Fowler and Marcus Austal."

"Pleased to meet you."

"Pleasantries later gentlemen." Bowman snapped, "I want to get situated ASAP."

"Of course sir." All four men said as they jogged to catch up.

The bridge was bustling with activity as multiple junior officers moved about, exchanging talk and seated at their consoles, typing away. A couple of people gave them awed glances as the fireteam walked by, definitely not used to seeing Spartans in person before.

Rally Point Lima was one of the twelve rally points for war fleets to depart from Reach. The naval base was steadily growing, bolstered by the rebuilding economy at the sites least damaged by the glassing five years ago.

"Admiral."

Admiral Brady was a shorter man with a gray hairline in full retreat. His blue eyes reflected a person who had seen a lot in his life. His uniform had rows of multicolored medals from his late to post-war service. Now given command of the task force to intercept the Council of Chieftains, he was fighting to remain calm, despite all the pressure continuing to build.

"Hello Spartans. Welcome aboard the Diablo." He stuck his hand out.

"Captain Bowman."

"Ah yes. I've heard a lot about you." He shook Jacob's hand before bowing his head, "I'm sorry about your other team."

"We'll get em." Bowman replied, "I've also brought our unit AI that you requisitioned. I must say, he is very appropriate for the ship."

He held up a datachip and thumbed it into the port. A split second later, Hades popped onto the screen. This time, his guitar had patterns of skeletons with flintlock pistols surrounded by a black background and roses.

"How do you like my new Death Mariachi look?" The AI asked.

"Couldn't think of anything better." Brady chuckled, "Eon, you've already met Lieutenant Paul. I know that we're not allowed to intervene due to your own jurisdiction, but if you are in need of specific equipment, then let him know and he will make sure you will get it."

"How about some scotch?" Fowler asked.

Brady smirked, "See me after the op."

"I assume we already have a plan in place?"

"Yes. The Council of Chieftains is targeting here," Hades pulled up a map on the holotank. "The human colony of Providence Two in the said system. As you all may know, Providence is a rather new colony and one of the first to be established post-war. The CNRD did a good job in finding these unscathed places."

"How long until they reach the colony?" Brady asked.

"We'll get there in about six days. Our new slipspace engine can propel us at the same speed of our Covenant counterparts, but we're also farther away than their last known location. If they're en route already, then they'll be there up to twenty hours before we even reach the system's outskirts."

"I don't like those odds at all." The admiral murmured, "Contact the CAA on Providence and issue an evacuation. All nearby ships are to aid immediately. If the Brutes are bent on exterminating humans, I want all of them gone."

"Consider it done."

* * *

><p><strong>November 24, 2557<strong>

The journey would take many days and Eon went into cryo sleep for four days before being awakened twelve hours from exiting slipspace. The journey from a hub world to Providence II was a short hop, but from Reach, it was a much longer flight.

The MJOLNIR armor was capable of ignoring freezer burns inside, although the user was still subject to its effects.

Bowman hated cryo. Like most servicemen and women, he felt the process was extremely uncomfortable.

First you would strip completely naked, because unspecialized clothing would stick and become part of the skin at such cold temperatures. Then he would step into his designated pod after being injected with cryoprethaline, a special drug that keeps the body cells from being damaged by the cold.

Second, the pod would be filled with sleep gas and he'd be knocked out, just before he would begin to shiver from the plummeting temperature.

He had undergone many drills as an MTSFO and so did the other Spartans in their prior positions. His MJOLNIR armor alleviated many of the uncomfortable things, the lack of nudity included, but it still didn't make him change his opinion of loathing nonetheless.

The process of thawing in a wake cycle took about fifteen minutes or five in a quick and high-risk situation.

"Rise and shine old man." Like a foul-mouthed angel from the heavens, the voice of Brett Fowler was actually a welcome sign.

Bowman's tube popped open and he immediately latched the seal on his helmet.

First thing people had to do after awakening was to cough. A surfactant would build up, designed to replace nutrients lost in the freezer. A short trip like this one wasn't so bad, but Bowman recounted one where he was asleep for nearly a month. Lungfuls of shit made it feel like puking cold vomit.

He drew in a breath and coughed. Again until finally a mouthful of clear fluid forced its way back into his mouth. He spat it out quickly, satisfied that his tongue hadn't sensed the newcomer just yet.

"You're pretty good at thawing." Fowler reached a hand inside, "As for me, I can't get this damn taste out of my mouth."

The formula in the surfactant had been changed many ways and it still remained one of the most disliked things about cryonics, even for centuries. No matter how scientists played around with its formula, it always tasted like a citrus flavored slime.

Add that to Bowman's list of things he hated about the freezer.

Over to his left, Austal and Pine had just completed their wake cycle. The former helped the latter out of his tube before they gave each other a light fist bump.

"Morning boss." Pine said as he strode up, "Happy Thanksgiving."

"It's been five days already?"

"Yeah. We've just entered the Providence System although the admiral is having the fleet take a more stealthier approach."

"The Covenant?"

Austal spoke up, "Slipspace signatures had been detected in-system seven and a half hours ago just at the Four. They appear to be a group of eight warships and they're not UNSC."

"Did Tyrant give us any information on why we're here?"

"Nada. As the situation progresses, he'd fill us in."

"What time is it now?"

"Fifteen hundred and thirty two."

Austal spoke up, "Mind if we get a move on? The thanksgiving meal is really one of the few that I like."

"Yeah." Bowman said, "You and Fowler begin a requisition of equipment we might need on the surface. Expect anything from demolitions to space combat."

"We're on it." Fowler tapped his comrade's shoulders and they were off to be checked out of the cryo bay.

* * *

><p>The <em>Diablo <em>led the UNSC fleet of four destroyers, a single carrier and a pair of heavy frigates in orbit relatively close to Providence's natural satellite. The new colony, starting in 2555 was among the first post-war worlds. She had many dense jungles and towering mountain ranges capped with white snow. Terraforming the world took some time, as the atmosphere had a thinner oxygen-nitrogen mixture than Earth or Reach.

Economically, Providence had grown remarkably strong, being the pinnacle of the UNSC rebuilding process. Cities of New Haven, Lincoln and Krakow sprouted up and the New Haven quickly established itself as the colony capital. Her population was just under a million, but the rate had multiplied over the two years.

Brady stood up from his chair just as the planet came into view on the bridge windows.

The sight before him made his heart skip a beat.

There had to be at least a dozen Covenant warships. Three cruiser class stood in a triangle formation and flanked by a multitude of other ship classes including frigates and support vessels.

Two things had immediately caught his attention.

One was the giant debris field. Multicolored parts and charred metal were all that had remained of several civilian ships and their UNSC escorts that had fought to cover their escape. The evacuation had become target practice for the brute vessels, easily destroying the armed ones before slaughtering the helpless prey.

"I estimate the debris to be over twenty ships." Hades said, "Both civilian and military. Estimated casualties are ninety thousand."

They haven't even started and already they had lost a tenth of the planet's population.

"Discharge!" An ops officer suddenly shouted, spurring several others into action. "Plasma lasers directed at the debris field!"

"Evasive maneuvers."

"No need for that admiral." Hades pointed, "They're not targeting us."

"I'm getting distress calls!" The woman at comms reported. "We still have civilian ships evacuating!"

The situation just went bad to worse. The evacuation was still occurring and the ships involved were still being targeted by the Covenant.

* * *

><p><strong>Back into the thick of it huh?<strong>

**Thanks for reading and reviewing. You give my writing purpose!**
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**UNSC **_**Picacho del Diablo **_**approaching Providence**

**November 24, 2557**

Brady studied the tactical map at the center of the bridge as his XO monitored comms within the Task Force. The Covenant had erected themselves as a fleet blockade that stretched across the equatorial section of the planet, blanketing the area and essentially making any assault an easy defeat for him, unless stealth could be used.

The civilian ships had hid in the debris, under his instructions to remain powered down to avoid Covenant notice. He knew that the feigning would only last for so long unless he directly intervened. Now, only a single ship hovered over the area, prowling over like an encircling hawk.

His plea back to FLEETCOM was met with promises, but they all were at least a day out. The UNSC Sixteenth Fleet commanded by Admiral Schlon was the closest. His fleet would take some time to arrive, but they were on high alert and ready to jump at the command's order. Brady cursed at the FLEETCOM's inability to make a decision. Human lives and a new colony were at stake, but the Navy seemed to have its priorities offset. Of course, they fought to the bitter end of their defeat at Reach because of its strategic value, but was it really worth risking two fleets for a planet of a million people? Providence was the firsts of colonies to emphasize humanity's rebuilding and one of the fastest growing colonies post-war.

Chances were, he wasn't going to get backup and if he managed to get ground forces rolling, a second front could be opened up and perhaps take down the formidable battleship.

During the admiral's childhood, his grandfather, also an admiral Brady in the UNSC had given him an antique twentieth century playset called Battleship.

Two players would sit opposite one another and place their five ships in various parts of the board. Divided into coordinates, the shots would be guesses on the grid to damage the vessels. When a ship is hit however many areas it has on the grid, it would be considered sunk. It was a game of tactics, intelligence and a dose of luck.

He remembered all the ships possible to use, Carrier, Destroyer, Submarine, Frigate and Battleship. A total of sixteen points until him or the opponent was out.

Although the game inspired Brady to join the Navy in his childhood, playing the commander of a fleet was hundreds times more complex. He even changed the game one time to shift his vessels every fifth turn to untargeted spots. Fighting the Covenant in space was like playing Battleship, except an enemy frigate had the equivalent health to a carrier and so on. They had previously had a far superior navy and even the small frigates were a threat to UNSC destroyers.

His main threat was the command vessel, a Covenant battleship named _Abdicated Fortitude_.

The titanic ship class was seldom seen and inferred that only a few had ever been produced. The reason was evident, it cost countless resources and her systems burned through a large amount of energy. Still, Covenant battleships could run on month long deployments without having to be replenished.

A battleship first appeared over Harvest in the very first encounter with the UNSC and soundly defeated the three vessel battlegroup sent to investigate. The late Admiral Preston Cole assembled a war party of forty UNSC warships and destroyed the battleship after a brutal fight.

Thirteen of his ships were lost and the battle had proved that a nuclear strike was completely obsolete. However, the admiral devised an all-out barrage to overload the shields and eventually destroy the ship.

Cole's fleet was massive and Brady was now facing the same class vessel with support of its own with one fifth the size.

The Covenant had placed themselves in a typical formation he had seen when the jiralhanae were the primary commanding race in the latter part of the Great War. The heavier cruisers sat in front to dish out the most damage while keeping the battleship and her complimenting carrier as support. Only six of the ships were visible. The Covenant frigates were nowhere to be seen, most likely conducting their prelude invasion.

The UNSC forces on Providence did not have much time to act. A small militia would fall quickly.

"Brady to all vessels in Battlegroup Hotel, everyone check?"

He got pings from the remainder vessels in his fleet.

"Alright. Our main objective is to target that Covenant battleship, but we're going to have to deal with its carrier and cruiser escort. _Divergent _and _Kuching _head out and initiate a first strike. If you weaken one of the cruiser's shields, then I can eliminate one of them, but we need to draw its attention. When we do, we'll launch our assault.

"_Divergent_ moving to your requested position."

"_Kuching_ is mobile. Awaiting orders."

Both the _Divergent_ and _Kuching_ were of the Strident class. The newest design that differed radically from the prior Charon, Paris, Stalwart and Guardian frames in shape and operation. They were also very fast attack vessels and buffed firepower to give even heavier Covenant warships a run for their money.

Would they stand up to the battleship?

"Both _Kuching_ and _Divergent_ are in your position Admiral." His ops officer noted.

"Nav, move us three-two-zero and increase engines to forty-nine."

"Aye sir."

The _Diablo_ crested around, now slowly coming into view of the fleet and the frigate duo, parallel to one another.

"Strike now!"

"MACs firing!" The _Divergent's _front exploded out as the dense tungsten shell shot out at lightning speed. A split second later, its targeted cruiser's shields flickered from the shot, shattering the shell into tiny fragments.

"Firing MAC!" _Kuching _followed her sister ship's order, the giant slug leaving a faint white trail that disappeared quickly. Upon impact, the shields had held against the onslaught, but eventually shorted out in a flash of blue white light.

In response, the two enemy cruisers began to accelerate forward. The one with its shields dropped shifted away while the second one moved on an intercept course. Her frontal plasma turrets were capable of ripping apart UNSC titanium armor effortlessly. They glowed a vibrant red as they heated up and readied themselves to fire.

_Divergent's _side opened up and she let out a volley of pods in an attempt to slow the incoming ship.

"Ready_ Kuching?" _Brady asked.

"Affirmative." The young commander replied.

Both_ Kuching_ and the _Diablo_'s cannons opened up on the retreating cruiser. The rounds buried themselves into the thick armor of the ship, now free of shields to absorb the incoming fire.

"Arm a SPEAR cruise missile and target the damaged vessel."

"Arming sir." A few seconds later, the hatch on the dorsal side of the cruiser opened up, allowing the enormous rocket to shoot straight out. It stayed in suspense of space for a second and then ignited, burning a streaking trail towards the fleeing cruiser.

A good lesson for Covenant shipmasters was that you can't outrun a SPEAR missile. With half a tank left of fuel, the warhead impacted the ship in her center on the dorsal side. A fireball bloomed on the top, engulfing the entire plane and scorching the metal as it tore apart from the sheer explosive force.

"Incoming!" Someone on the _Divergent_'s channel shouted.

"Alt countermeasures now! Evasive maneuvers!"

The second cruiser let out a spray of laser fire, which completely drained the shields being the near-point blank range between the two ships. The ruined barrier sparked from the overloaded generator deep within the ship's hull, struggling to regenerate.

The Covenant battleship had discharged a single plasma torpedo.

In a flash of light, the _Kuching_'s engines flared to life and it expertly maneuvered itself straight in front of her injured sister.

"All hands brace for impact!"

The torpedo hit just abeam of the engines and one of them combusted. Plumes of fire erupted from her stern and from his view; Brady knew that the frigate had several decks breached. The torpedo had eliminated the shield and still had enough energy to do damage to armor.

"The battleship has a massive power surge." Hades informed.

"Comms, raise the _Kuching_! Hades, arm a Hyperion warhead and fire directly at the center of the blockade!" Brady knew that a power surge never meant anything, especially coming from a Covenant ship.

"I'm on it. Hyperion is armed and ready for launch."

"Target, Golf-Lima-Two-Romeo and adjust for enemy countermeasure factors."

"I got the _Kuching_ sir! Situation's bad!" The comms officer reported.

The admiral was already begging to sweat, "_Kuching,_ damage report!"

"Hyperion away."

"Bad sir! Engineers are reporting our engines are shot to hell." _Kuching_'s commander replied. "Three decks breached and our MAC is disabled. We're sitting ducks."

"Hang in there."

"Sir! Enemy battleship is launching a second torpedo! Second fish in the water!"

"Intended target?"

"The _Divergent_!"

Brady moved over to the communications station. "_Divergent_, you've got a torpedo headed straight for you. Get the hell out of there!"

The channel remained silent.

"Hades, scan the _Divergent_ for life signs."

He paused on his pedestal, "No life forms on the bridge. The crew's all dead."

"Son of a-"

The _Divergent_'s starboard side exploded from the torpedo impact. Secondary explosions came afterwards as her fuel reserves ignited and she suddenly vanished in a rolling fireball that quickly broke apart, leaving nothing but blackened debris behind.

The battleship's engines puffed to life after the destruction and it radiated a pulse of blue energy that formed a protective bubble around it as well as its sisters.

"What the?" Hades cursed, "The Hyperion is offline."

Brady said something to the operations officer about conducting rescue operations and shook his head, _Divergent_'s crew was completely lost. They saw it firsthand. Nobody could have survived that. Even Hades could tell and he hadn't even scanned the area for surviving lifeforms.

"Hades, I want you to monitor that Hyperion at all times."

"Ok. Mind if I ask why?"

"Sir?" A lieutenant interrupted. "Kuching reported the cruiser is launching signatures headed for its dorsal side." He looked up, "I think they're being boarded."

"Keep me updated on that." Brady said, keying the ship's PA systems. "Spartan Fireteam Eon to the bridge immediately."

"What would you like me to do?" The lieutenant asked.

"Get me the _Kuching_." At the acknowledgement, he sighed and sat down in the command seat, face in his palms. All the souls aboard the frigate were his responsibility. The operation had barely begun and he was in jeopardy of losing a quarter of his fleet already.

By now, in one of his Battleship games, it felt as if his opponent had gave him a devious smirk as he claimed the admiral's fourth ship. It would only be a matter of time before the fifth fell.

He just hoped if the Covenant had deployed ground forces, their UNSC opponents were faring batter.

* * *

><p>Five minutes later, Eon arrived at the bridge in a jogging pace. The admiral ushered them in and leaned over the holotank at the center of the bridge. Hades gave a wave when they walked up.<p>

"Here's the situation boys; the Kuching is currently disabled and being boarded. I don't know why, but Hades made an interesting discovery."

"37th command sent me profiles of the Council of Chieftains. They have seven key leaders, all chieftains who have made their army reminiscent of old tribal style. These guys make those brutes fought during the Battle for Earth look like kids."

"Fun," Bowman remarked, "What has interested them in the Kuching?"

"I have no idea. You'll have to ask Nadirus, also known as target Thunder. He's leading the offensive on the _Kuching_."

Bowman turned around, "Admiral, I'm going to need a booster frame prepped for launch. Fowler and Austal are going to jump ship. You two, help the crew and get the ship back online. Find Nadirus and terminate him. This is a big hydra we're up against."

"Yes sir." Austal turned back when he was given a dismissal. Fowler jogged up behind, a slight grin on his face.

"We got a lot of heads to decapitate huh?"

* * *

><p><strong>Hey guys, we're actually getting some action rolling! Sorry for not posting this for a while. It was my birthday last week, which was one epic experience. Thankfully, I don't see any new tattoos anywhere.<strong>

**Thank you very much for reading and reviewing. You give my writing purpose.**
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**UNSC _Picacho del Diablo_ in orbit over Providence**

**November 24, 2557**

"Diablo control, Booster Frame serial unit Oscar-Three-Three has been decoupled and Eon Two and Four are requesting clearance for takeoff."

Lieutenant Paul lowered the headset speaker to his lips, "Spartans? Booster frame Oscar-three-three has been given the green for clearance. Good hunting."

The experimental starfighter had no pressurized area for a cockpit, so therefore the operator/s must be wearing a sealed harness.

Powered by two nuclear engines, it could accelerate to the equivalent flight speed of a Longsword interceptor within eight seconds and the multiple winglets and dragfins acted to stabilize it in mid-flight, making it one of the most maneuverable spacecraft in the UNSC arsenal. A skilled booster frame pilot could easily fool pursing Covenant Seraph fighters into traps.

Her armament was equally impressive to her cousins; twin eighty millimeter ball rotary cannons fired high explosive rounds, a gauss rifle, twelve MITV pods for anti-fighter combat and an extendable turret for a second operator.

Austal gave a low whistle when the two of them walked out to the hangar bay. The Booster Frame was in the midst of being armed with her missiles by a pair of crewman. To the left of the hangar, even more personnel were running about. A loud roar echoed through the area as the Broadsword air superiority fighters docked nearby accelerated out.

"What's going on?" Fowler asked as they moved beside.

"Movin up sir!" A crewman had to shout over the engine roar. It was a good thing they wore ear protectors. "Admiral's launching a fighter offensive against the advancing Covenant cruiser!"

"Buying us time?"

"I don't know!"

"Eon Lead to Fowler and Austal."

The two Spartans shot one another a curious glance before jamming their helmets atop their heads. "This is Fowler, go ahead Eon Lead."

"Ross, Hades and I are heading to the tube for a hot drop straight into New Addie to assist Marine forces and the largest group of civilians. You two continue your mission in retaking the _Kuching_. The Covenant are very interested in the ship and I want to know why. Lieutenant Paul will be your coordinator until we regroup."

"Understood." Austal hefted himself onto the pilot's seat. The positioning made him as if he were lying down on a motorcycle.

"Woah brother," Fowler placed a hand on the controls, "Who says you were going to drive?"

"Like you're any better."

"Whatever," He grumbled and climbed into the passenger seat, "Just don't get me killed."

With a wave of his hand, Austal signaled the crewman and was given a thumbs up. In training, he always ran a quick check over the instruments as a smart pilot.

Up ahead, another crewman made a chopping motion towards the blackness of space. Normally, the frame would be put outside the ship for launch, but this time, it was on a catapult mechanic similarly seen on the UNSC aircraft carriers for not VTOL jets.

"Harness secure." Austal pounded his chest for indication.

"Harness secure." Fowler halfheartedly did the same motion, "Is that how you do it?"

"No I just wanted to see you look like a fool."

"Go fuck yourself man."

"I love you too."

The Booster Frame lurched forward and suddenly accelerated out of the hangar. They passed through the edge and rocketed out into space. The Spartans felt the different feeling when the weightlessness took over when they had passed away from the artificial gravity field.

"Holy shit!" Fowler was panting by the time the frame peeled out of the cruiser and ran along its dorsal side.

"Too bad you weren't screaming like a little girl." Austal chuckled softly, "If you were, I would've caught that on recording."

"Okay for one, I hate flying, especially when you have only a suit of armor protecting you from merciless doom just inches away from your skin."

Hades cut in on the line, "Good to see you still remember some tricks from basics Austal. However, time for games is over and we need to get down to business. _Kuching_'s taking heavy fighting in the starboard hangar bays, which is where the enemy boarding dropships are using as a basefront."

Austal leveled out the craft, looking over to his left to see the adrift frigate. Even further out, the remnants of the _Divergent_ combusted again into an aftershock explosion as it shook itself to pieces.

"You're going to have to enter one of those, most likely hangar Bravo. Marine units are holding back the Brutes, but they need help."

"We're on it."

"Eon Four this is Admiral Brady."

"Go ahead Admiral."

His voice tightened, "Hades, Eon Lead and Three are away with an ODST platoon headed for New Addie. The Covenant cruiser has noticed your presence and are dispatching Seraph and Banshee class starfighters as escorts to their ship."

"Understood. Any dogfighting support?"

"Roger, I've got the _Onside Kick _to dispatch Broadsword squads to engage both the cruiser and the fighter squadrons."

"Affirmative. Eon Four out."

Thrity seconds later, Fowler noticed motion out of the corner of his eye. He pivoted the turret around to see a dozen Broadsword fighters flying just behind them. The lead pilot gave him a thumbs up.

"Eon Two and Four, this is Diamondback Five One. Enemy presence inbound at a one zero and three three zero vectors. Peeling off to engage."

"Diamondback Five One, Eon Four." Austal breathed, "I'm headed for the _Kuching_. You boys good to keep these guys busy."

"We'll take em out to dinner,"

No sooner, a flurry of plasma blasts erupted from the other wall of fighters. In compensation, Austal weaved through them, the shots that couldn't be evaded, sparked off their shields.

Behind them, Diamondback squadron opened up with a volley of their own. The heavy autocannons impacted five enemy Banshees in the initial assault, causing a muted explosion.

Austal banked downwards, where the _Kuching_ lay in wait. In the targeted hangar, there were three Banshees escorting another Phantom dropship into the bay.

Fowler fired his anti-aircraft chaingun, the muzzle flash reflecting off his visor. One of the Banshees' wings sparked and the craft spiraled down and out of sight.

A button press caused one of the mounted missile pods to slide open. The ten rockets inside ignited and flew out in rapid succession, the three targets already locked.

While the twin Banshee escorts was unable to evade and met their demise in a fiery explosion, the Phantom's nose turret glowed bright blue and it discharged a volume of plasma outwards. The bolts traveled through space, causing the missiles to waver and then home in on the new chaff targets.

"Damn it." Fowler cursed, firing the turret again at a target behind. "So much for an easy interception."

"Not so fast." Austal slowed his approach and then threw the craft into a barrel roll. "I'm going to make another shot at him. Keep those fighters off me."

"Why what are you going to do?"

"Put him to the test."

Fowler listened to Diamondback squadron's chatter. From the looks of things, they were faring well against the Covenant cruiser, proving to be quite a nuisance and taking their attention for the time being off the _Kuching_. "Diamondback, what's your status?"

"Doing fine." The squad leader replied, "These hostiles aren't aces."

"Going for the missile."

"Shit! I broke lock!"

"Stay on him!"

Austal toggled his controls and he brought the craft upwards in an arc before leveling it out in an Immelman. They were now headed straight for the _Kuching_'s hangar bay."

The Phantom hovered outside, as if it was waiting for something.

Another stream of fire told Austal that Fowler was busy dealing with pursuing aircraft. His attention however was solely on the Phantom.

His hand tipped the throttles and he eased them up to seventy percent. Another flick of a switch optimized mobility and extended winglets at the frame's edges.

The Phantom didn't budge.

"Going for missile lock."

"Kid you're crazy." Fowler grumbled, "Already tried that."

"Then he won't be expecting this."

On the frame's display, he hit a lock-on and immediately banked to his right to break it. True to his expectations, the Phantom released another wave of chaffing flares. The nose turret warmed again and began peppering their area with plasma fire.

Fowler was quick on that. He drew a bead with the turret and shelled out bullets at nearly nine hundred RPM. Combined with his excellent aim, the turret sparked and severed itself from the main aircraft in a miniature detonation.

The flares vanished just as Austal took aim once more. The lock on was attained and he engaged the missile pod not a second later.

Ten plumes erupted out, homing straight towards the dropship in a half-second. The high explosives easily cut straight through the armor. The Phantom was destroyed in a brilliant white explosion.

"WHOO!" Both Spartans raised their hands excitedly, "Hell yeah!"

"Bro, that was awesome!"

"Yeah!"

"You never told me you were a pilot."

Austal looked back, turning the craft to head into the battle heated hangar bay, "Me? A pilot?"

"Whatever," He gave an annoyed snort. "Can I get off this thing?"

From their viewpoint, they saw that the Covenant had set up good cover behind multiple destroyed Pelican dropships in the hangar bay. While it protected them from the Marines opposite them, they were completely exposed on the backside and anything taking a potshot from the outside of space could plaster everything in sight.

"Kuching, this is Eon Four requesting entrance to hangar Bravo. We're on your nine zero vector and closing."

"Eon Four, this is Kuching. I have heavy fighting in Bravo, but you're clear to arrive."

"Roger that. I suggest you tell everyone inside to get their heads down. CAS has arrived."

"What are you planning?"

"We're gonna make our entrance and then you get command."

"Bull," Fowler snapped, "I was in command the whole time."

"Not while you're on my aircraft."

The Booster Frame slowly decelerated, although the two of them were still going at quite a considerable speed. Austal looked over at his partner, "Ready?"

"You take the guys on the bottom and I'll sweep the top."

Although their visors were polarized, hiding their faces, it was completely obvious both men were grinning.

In front, it looked like a bunch of grunts and jackals were the bulk of the enemy force. They could make out some of the larger frames as brutes, but both Spartans were curious to why there weren't more? Were other brute forces spread throughout the ship?

With a loud engine roar announcing their presence, Marcus brought the Booster Frame to a hover as they entered the hangar and armed the ball rotary cannons. Fowler had already begun spraying up top, where a group of jackal sharpshooters had nested themselves. The birdlike creatures only had time to squawk in surprise before his hail of bullets ground them into purple paste on the floor.

Expertly maneuvering the craft, Austal brought it behind the downed Pelicans and squeezed both triggers on the primary handlebars. Shooting too high of a number for an RPM, the 80mm high-explosive ammo tore right through the infantry ranks. The grunts easily succumbed to the fire as well as the jackals. The brutes however, had just a hair longer to return fire before the guns overloaded their shields and made short work of both armor and flesh alike.

Just as quickly as it began, the action finally subsided with the smoke curling up to the hangar's top and then vented out.

Austal guided the Booster Frame and set it down gently, hitting the digitally displayed button to eject. While not the forceful kind, this merely disengaged their tethered harnesses.

A couple of Marines poked their heads out of cover and jogged over to meet them.

"Corporal Brown," The Marine stuck out his hand, which has hastily shaken by Fowler. "Thanks for the help."

"No problem Marine." Austal accepted the other Spartan's handing of his MA5D assault rifle, "What's the situation?"

"Boarding parties have launched a ship-wide assault all over. The Commander's locked herself and her crew inside the bridge although I don't think that's what the Brutes are after."

"Then what the hell are they here for?" Fowler demanded.

"That's what we're here to find out about." Austal slapped a magazine inside his weapon, "C'mon. Corporal, see it that the hangar gets cleared up. Don't make any movements to engage hostiles. Just defend your position."

The Corporal gave a salute, "Yes sir."

"Oh and I'm going to need my Booster Frame prepped for launch again."

* * *

><p>Fowler lunged out, concealed by his camouflage module. The bored jackal was yanked back and had the serrated blade of his combat knife jabbed into the windpipe.<p>

Across from him, Austal did the same, except he was using one of his jet-black Sting Knives. In a swift motion, he looked over at his partner and pulled the knife out, flinging it in Fowler's direction.

He heard the wet sound of the blade striking flesh and peered around the corner.

There was a third jackal, lying on the ground with his head in a pool of purple blood. Austal's Sting knife had pierced its helmet and went straight into his eye.

"That was close." He whispered as he jerked it out and wiped it clean.

"Sheesh, I think your girlfriend's going to go paranoid especially if you keep your knives in your nightstand."

The two Spartans crouched at the room's center, just a couple of corridors away from the bridge.

"Strikes me odd at how few brutes we've seen so far."

"We only snuck past a couple leading squads of grunts. So where's the rest?"

"Well for one, let's go to the bridge and get some answers."

"Not a good plan bro."

"Oh." Austal waved his hands, "Elaborate for me."

"We'd be shot on sight."

"Why would they shoot a Spartan?"

The two of them crept up to the bridge door. The blast shields were down and there were several long spike rounds embedded into the metal. Brute spike weaponry, no doubt.

"I'm going to knock." Austal started forward, suddenly retracting when Fowler grabbed his arm. "What?"

"You think they're going to let us waltz right in?"

"If you've got a better idea wise guy, then I'm all ears." He rapped his knuckle on the blast shield.

A second later, they heard a hissing sound as the thick metal door slid apart, the spikes splintering as it retracted into the wall. The main door blinked green and slid open.

With a nod, both Spartans deactivated their camouflage, sweeping out from cover and aiming automatically as they started a clearing procedure of the room.

They were met by two bridge officers each putting a shotgun to their helmets.

* * *

><p><strong>Curious why the Covenant won't go for the bridge. Fowler was right though, they were almost shot on sight!<strong>

**Thanks for reading and reviewing, you give my writing purpose.**
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**UNSC **_**Kuching **_**in orbit over Providence**

**November 24, 2557**

"Put the weapons down and your hands up!" The officer shoved the shotgun into Austal's chest, forcing the Spartan to take a step back.

"Woah buddy." Fowler smoothly quipped, "It's alright. We're on your side."

A load roar interrupted the conversation as the doorway to their left opened.

Standing opposite them were four jiralhanae, all armed with spiker carbines.

"TAKE COVER!"

Opening fire, the brutes found cover, digging into the corners of the separate corridors. Spikes glowed a bright orange as they embedded themselves into the wall. The Sacred Promissory-made weapons were a staple throughout the infantry and reliable enough due to their ability to tear through shields, armor and flesh alike. Fixed to the gun's underbarrel were a pair of tungsten carbide blades that were sharp enough to sever arms.

Both Spartans saw the damage of what the weapons could do and that was just the staple of the jiralhanae firearm company. Horror stories were rampant through the Medical Corps on the weapon's effects. It was designed for a race with hands twice the size of a human's, so there was a no-brainer when picking one up, it had to be wielded with two hands. Brutes only had to use one and they did it as if it were a pistol.

Much other weapons, Brute Shot; Fired high explosive RPGs and electro shots to make short work of armor. Close in and anyone unlucky would get hit by the foot long blade that ran along the back of the gun. The Mauler; a handheld shotgun with a blade underneath. Finally, the Hammer, probably the most feared of all the jiralhanae weapons. Luckily, this ceremonial weapon was only in the hands of high ranking members.

The two shotgun wielders fired their weapons, but the pellets easily dispersed before even reaching the brutes. The Spartans both took cover and shot back, however they too merely caused the apelike creatures to remain in cover.

"You believe us now?" Fowler asked.

"Sure whatever." The marine replied. "The bridge crew's all back there holed up. Brutes have been trying to force their way inside!"

"So how come when we arrived, there was nobody?"

"Because they saw you coming!"

Austal paused, taking a quick look and suddenly retracting when a quartet of spikes hit the wall dangerously close to his position. "I'll draw their fire and maybe flush them out."

He dashed out, keeping his MA5D's sights in front in a sweeping manner. Needless to say, the brute on the other end of the wall was just as surprised as he was.

The former was faster, lashing out with an arm. Austal was flung back; his stomach feeling like it had been shattered.

The brute roared, pressing his advantage and bringing up the spiker.

With reflexes only capable of a Spartan, Austal fell back, dashing to cover a split second before spikes slammed into the floor where he once lay.

"I thought you were going to draw their fire!" Fowler shouted as he leaned out once again. A brute broke cover, causing the older Spartan to aim downrange. Ten bullets leapt out of the rifle's muzzle, splattering over the shields and overloading them. He paused for a split second before putting ten more into the giant alien's chest. "I didn't say get your ass kicked!"

Normally, a brute would require an entire magazine to put down, but strangely it had fallen with only two thirds of Fowler's rifle.

Austal broke cover, prompting the brute that had previously tried to kill him to do likewise. He pulled the pin on a frag grenade and lobbed it over. At the same time, he aimed his rifle and shot his opponent a couple of times, causing him to wave and return fire with his spiker. The weapon's barrel glowed a dull orange as it heated up. The smell to Marines resembled burnt hair.

As the brute ducked back into cover, Austal's grenade detonated, sending the corpse flying upwards a few feet before it came crashing down.

The two shotgunners took cover by Fowler, causing the Spartan to wave them down.

"We'll handle these two, get back and protect the bridge crew."

"Camo activated." A second later, "One of them is behind the left corridor." Austal planted a red marker outlining his position. Unless he had a high caliber weapon like a sniper rifle, a single shot rarely killed a fully armored and shielded jiralhanae. Even if it got past those two barriers, their anatomy depicted thick hide resistant to bullets and skull density that was probably twice as strong as a human's.

"See the other one?"

"Negative." Fowler heard a gunshot and then a roar.

Austal's magazine ran dry, but he had only drained the brute's shields. It wasn't impressed at his sneak attack and fired a volley of red spikes before closing in to melee with the twin bayonet blades at the weapon's underbarrel.

He nimbly dodged the attack and countered with a shoulder barge that had little effect other than causing the brute to stagger slightly. Fowler added his own fire to the mix and it finally succumbed after some time.

"Thanks."

"No problem brother."

* * *

><p>"Thanks for the assist Spartans." Commander MacLean of the <em>Kuching<em> said as they were escorted to a bridge safe-room, just next to the commander's cabin.

"It's nothing ma'am." Austal relaxed, "We're here to take the ship back."

"Please do."

"So what can you tell us about the uninvited friends?"

"Well they're Covenant Council of Chieftains of course. From our previous intel by our Marine contingent, the chatter indicates one of the seven chieftains who make up this council is aboard seeking something."

"That sounds pretty typical of the Covenant." Fowler snorted.

"That is our objective." Austal pointed out, "His name is Nadirus and our briefing told us that he specialized in boarding actions like these. Any idea where he is now?"

"I don't." MacLean shook her head, "Much of the attack had left _Kuching_ all but immobile. Brutes must've shutdown the power because we're running on auxiliary. They're something else, a new caste system ."

"If we can bring it back online, what benefit is that?"

"Everything from the weapons to the coffee makers in the galley."

"We're on it." Fowler picked up his assault rifle.

"Watch your six," the Commander warned them, "I lost a lot of Marines in that area."

* * *

><p>Sure enough, the area leading to the powerplant of the <em>Kuching<em> was adorned with corpses, both human and Covenant alike. Austal and Fowler had to be reflexive and constantly communicated to one another in order to avoid joining them.

This trust was hardened over the years since the two had been assigned to Eon. Fowler trusted Austal with his life and vice versa.

"Watch that brute on your left."

"Grenade get out of there!"

Fowler dived out of the way just as the T-2 Spike Grenade detonated nearby. The elongated device sent hazardous Brute spikes flying everywhere in the process. The razor sharp projectiles did skewer a pair of hapless grunts who were unfortunate enough to be nearby.

"We must be getting close to Chieftain Nadirus." Austal breathed. He fired again at another brute with the armor of a bodyguard. They encountered two so far and their presence meant that usually a chieftain would be nearby.

It was odd; the brutes' armor seemed to be a step back.

During the Great Schism when the sangheili had left the Coveanant, a transaction was made with the Prophets to replace the elite stations with brutes. As such, armories halted manufacturing of plasma rifles and instead began constructing spikers. For body armor, it moved over to brute rankings, which were much different than their elite counterparts.

It seemed as if the Council of Chieftains had taken a step back from their advancement. Puzzling, however they were more leaning towards the appearance of their warlike tribes that was on their homeworld. The armor and new weaponry intel supposedly suggested that these designs of the new military force were reminiscent of Doisac, the original homeworld of the species.

The bodyguard fell to Austal's fire and Fowler flipped a grenade around the next corridor corner. He gave a slight chuckle when he heard the death squeals of jackals and grunts.

"Okay, powerplant should be right behind this door." Fowler said, approaching.

"Keep your eyes peeled."

The door opened,

The powerplant of the pinch-fusion reactor was massive, stretching thirty feet up where the giant cylindrical tube rested. It glowed a ghostly blue as the energy powered the Kuching.

The occupants of the room were not surprised to see the two Spartans. Three of them were the bodyguard rank, indicated by their armor.

The fourth brute was much larger than the rest. The majority of his body was bare, save for markings, scars, tattoos and piercings. What little armor covering him was at his shoulders, chest, legs and cords linking his elaborate white headdress to his back. There was a necklace around his neck that had little white beads and ended in a pair of tiny blades, similar to the ones found on the spiker.

The weapon he carried was a long barreled underhanded gun. It had a long belt that looped underneath and upon closer inspection, the belt's ammunition were spikes. Much larger spikes than the ones in their standard pistol-like guns.

Right then and there, Austal dubbed it the Spike Cannon in his mind. Likewise, Fowler instead devised, Brute Minigun.

They had expected the two Spartans long before the gunfight before the powerplant had even started. Now it was time to finish the task.

With a load roar, Nadirus and this three bodyguards on the other end opened fire.

* * *

><p><strong>New Alexandria, Reach<strong>

Rain had begun to fall in the city, causing many to hurry inside their homes for the day. In November, the downpour was a foreshadowing to snowfall in the next three months. The intensity of the latter varied, although this early in November meant that they'd have at least one day where there could be as much as eight inches.

It was nowhere close to his native Buffalo in New York.

Ivey was a man of average height and weight. He carried a normal look with fair skin, dark blue eyes and black hair. The nonthreatening demeanor he had was definitely a wolf in sheepskin to those who truly knew what he did.

He worked for Gustafson…well used to, after the Spartans had put him away, he had received a message from an unknown source to continue the plan.

He looked up at the small eatery just off the main highway that looped New Alexandria and checked his address. This was the place.

Inside, he was waved over by another man who sat in a booth. The restaurant's atmosphere was warm and inviting, with holo-screens overhead on various concurrent sports matches going on throughout the Inner Colonies.

Sitting down, Ivey cast a look at the man. It was mostly indescribable, but his head showed dark hair beginning to gray. Normally, he could tell how people where just by casting a look at them, most of the time it was a fearful expression because he typically had the barrel of his M6 pistol to their face. However, this man radiated nothing.

"I hope you like onion rings." He gestured to the platter in front, accompanied by one red and one white dipping sauce.

"I'm practically married to onion rings." Ivey dipped one in the ranch sauce and chewed thoughtfully, "If there's something we in Buffalo love to perfect, it's that."

"Glad to hear. Now the reason I called you here."

He leaned forward, "It's unfortunate how Gustafson was captured. Did he have an escape plan?"

Ivey chuckled, "He always has an escape plan, although the UNSC probably took him to the deepest darkest room they could find and I doubt he can get out anytime soon, especially after he held the entire NAT Resources building hostage. He nearly killed the director."

"I am a representative of Gustafson's recent employer. Unfortunately, he had to attend to other matters and could not meet you in person."

"So what's the deal here. Your man must have wanted something top secret if he's going to ask Gustafson to take over an entire building."

"Of course. He hired him to take over. Yes what you extracted was useful, but the valuable thing of Siroco's diamond mines weren't what we were truly after."

"So he made a distraction for another distraction, when it was believed to be the true intention?"

"Exactly," the representative replied, "What he was truly after was the identities of the rescuers. The Spartans sent in to put on the show of a successful hostage rescue." He held up a folder, "This is why you are here. Keep tight to that thing, we had to go to great lengths to obtain it under watch."

"What's in it for me?"

"Same thing Gustafson was promised before his capture."

"Deal. You said this was a four man job?"

The man nodded, reaching into the platter for another onion ring, "The Spartans are a four man team and right now, they're the biggest threat to our goal."

"You want me to destroy them," Ivey concluded. He held up a hand to stem any further speculation.

"Yes, but not in the way you think. Long have I admired military tacticians who fight in an unconventional manner. While we may not want to physically fight and destroy them, they already have their hands tied up with Providence."

Ivey forgot all about that attack. So that's where their intended targets were currently.

"Instead, we'll strike from a different vector. One of a mental perspective. Even the strongest soldiers without motivation are obsolete. Spartan Fours are humans too. There is something inside each and every one of them that will cause them to lose focus and be costly to their lives and those around them."

"What if it doesn't succeed?"

"Then the myth of Spartans being unbreakable machines will be true." The man stood up, "Since you like onion rings, why don't you leave a tip too? I'm afraid my employer will have to pay you five less than what we had previously negotiated."

The manila folder was left on the table, so Ivey paid the bill out of frustration and walked back to his car.

The rain was continuing its relentless torrent outside, but the roof of his vehicle wasn't too far away.

Inside, he opened the folder and his eyes widened.

"This is all classified information." He quietly swore under his breath. Had he been an ONI agent, this would be a huge breach in security. Everything, DOB, enlistment date, specs, even information about his family was there. How did his employer get ahold of this? Or why didn't he do this dirty work himself?

It didn't make sense, but Ivey and the remnants of Gustafson's mercenary gang needed the money. Plus, they were also threatened to be exposed had they not taken up the contract offer.

There were four Spartans in this designated Eon Squad, part of the elite Thirty-Seventh Special Shock Division involving intel, counter-intel and high stake missions that surpassed standard Spartan operations. Trifling with one was basically a death sentence.

Three of his men would share the bounty, all partaking in a sabotage act close to the Spartans themselves.

Ivey smiled as he read his bio. This one would be fairly easy because he found his planned attack before he even finished reading the entire file.

It wasn't long before he completed his application for employment to Westbrook and Associates Photography.

* * *

><p><strong>It's pretty clear to see who Ivey got. Problem is, will the Spartans or their families see this attack coming?<strong>

**Thank you very much for reading and reviewing. You give my writing purpose.**


	21. Kuching III

**UNSC **_**Kuching**_

**November 24, 2557**

Given less than half a second, both Spartans bolted out of the room was fast as they could. They saw in both of their HUDs that their shields were draining and felt impacts that made them flinch, but neither of them held back, as they knew their lives were dependent on how quickly they could find cover. Even when they exited the chamber, the firing didn't stop the relentless hail of spike fire.

Austal felt a stinging pain in his side and looked down.

That wasn't a normal spiker round.

The spike was nearly a foot long, compared to the seven-inch ones used in the heavy pistols. With a grunt, he yanked the metal rod out of his side. The feeling was painful enough, exceeding his gritted teeth and squinted eyes. Crimson blood was leaking out from the wound and he was wondering why his biofoam injector hadn't kicked in yet.

Fowler returned fire through the opening and Austal heard one of the brute bodyguards let out a death scream.

"We should charge and overpower them now!" A deep gravelly voice said from the other side.

"No!" That had to be the Chieftain. "Get a Shaman to look at his wounds. We hold this position."

"Chieftain," Another brute protested, "The demons have been weakened. We can finish them here!"

Fowler saw this as an opportunity to slide over, since they had retreated to opposite sides of the doorway.

"Dude, you're bleeding bad." Austal looked down and saw that the wound hadn't stopped since. His grip had been lost on his weapon.

Fowler knelt down at his side and stuck his fingers inside the hole. Through the visor of his new skull painted ORBITAL helmet, he furrowed his eyes in concentration. It seemed like it was coming from a leaking tank.

He finally found a nearby biofoam injector and worked carefully to rotate it so that it pointed directly at Austal's wound, a hole in his side that was nearly half an inch in diameter.

"There, now activate the injector in your back."

Austal did such and suddenly lurched upwards. "AHHH!"

Biofoam was extremely uncomfortable, a proper description being thousands of tiny jagged knives stabbing the wounded area. Thankfully, it would later numb.

"Son of a bitch." He grumbled. It still hurt, but now he was able to pick up his weapon and shakily prop himself on his feet.

"Walk it off you whiny ass punk." Fowler reached over to help him up. "As much as I'd love to leave you to sleep, I can't take these guys without you."

"Um, shouldn't we call in for backup?"

"You're my backup."

Austal gestured to the sealed wound in his side, "Yeah and look what happened. Only thing to compare to that was Cyprus."

"Whatever. At least it wasn't your fault. Stupid civvies."

"You got grenades?"

"I got a couple of frags, yeah."

"Give them to me."

Fowler unclipped the two round explosives and tossed them over, "What's your plan?"

"Kill those brutes. Although I have enough for the two bodyguards, I'm not sure what to do about the Chieftain."

"Least he doesn't have a hammer."

The duo stacked up by the door and Austal moved out in a flash. He took a scavenged spiker grenade and slapped it onto the frag. Pulling both pins, he held the handle of the larger one and threw it in a chopping motion.

The brutes dove to the side, just as one of the two bodyguards had the grenade stuck straight onto his chest. He let out a primal roar as he vanished in a spray of blood and red hot spikes.

The second bodyguard roared as well, throwing his gun to the ground and charging with surprising speed towards the entrance.

Fowler and Austal snapped their sights up on their weapons and squeezed the trigger. The bodyguard's armor shrugged off the assault and it kept coming towards them.

With a hammering arm, it hit Fowler, knocking him back. He landed in a roll and in the process, drew his M6 sidearm.

Austal ducked, from another swing. The berserk brute sure did hit hard. He loaded another clip in and smashed the butt against the brute's jaw when it tried to headbutt him. Fully stocked, he fired again, another hail of bullets this time punching straight through the dense armor. Blood began to spray out.

Fowler added his sidearm into the mix, a slug finally penetrating its helmet and exiting out the other side of the skull. From Austal's viewpoint, the brute made a face before toppling over.

"All good?"

"Yeah."

Nadirus opened fire again, the spike cannon making large indentations into the wall behind them.

Fowler and Austal darted out, firing in bursts under the pretense that Nadirus couldn't target them both at the same time.

They were wrong.

The Chieftain remained at his position and began shooting at Fowler. The Spartan ducked underneath a network of pipes and returned fire though the gaps. Shields sparked as the bullets splattered uselessly.

Austal saw a spike grenade sail overhead and lodge itself into the pipes on his side.

"Shit." He had a split second to act and dove to the floor.

The grenade detonated, sending a wash of heat over him and spikes flying in all directions. His shields sparked and he checked his armor for any of the projectiles embedded inside. Thankfully, there weren't any.

"Goddamn brutes." He muttered, slinking around the pipes and hearing the spike cannon go off again. He was about to rise up when he heard that same deep animal voice from before.

"I am rather underwhelmed at how formidable you Demons are. Hiding in the shadows, especially since you have puny little guns and I have this beast."

"We have teamwork." Fowler shot back, "Does that count?"

Nadirus snarled, turning to Fowler's position and opening fire.

Using the distraction to the fullest, Austal broke his cover and slapped Fowler's last grenade to another spiker grenade. He pulled the pin from both and flung it across to Nadirus.

The two grenades skidded to a halt at the Chieftain's feet and he looked down, pausing from firing.

Combined with their explosive force, the explosion sent him reeling with the shower of razor-sharp spikes. Amazingly, the brute's high threshold to pain was what kept him from falling.

The two Spartans quickly came into the open ground and emptied their remaining rounds into Nadirus' sides. Blood began to pump out of a dozen open wounds, spikes stuck out from various points in his armor and both of his arms were chewed up by shrapnel and bullets, far mangled beyond any recovery.

"Clear!"

"Clear!" Fowler swung his weapon's sights around, still scanning for hostiles despite saying the all clear.

"Fowler to _Kuching_ Control, hostile Chieftain has been neutralized." Without waiting for a reply, he switched channels, "Hades, confirmed hit on Target Thunder."

"Acknowledged. Be advised that brute forces have brought an unstable plasma munition onboard and are targeting the engines."

"Say again?" Fowler asked.

"You guys need to disarm the bomb. Brutes have planted it before retreating to destroy the frigate!"

"Shit."

The two heard a gruff chuckle and glanced down to see Nadirus give a sly smirking expression on his face, "Demons. So predictable, just like what our Prophet had envisioned."

"Doesn't that make your Prophet predictable like us King Kong?" Fowler's retort was laced with venom, specifically at the mention of the Covenant Hierarch leader.

"How dare you defile his name!" Nadirus roared, spittle flying from his maw. "Our Prophet of Clairvoyance sees all of his foes and knows exactly how they shall act. Right now, we are initiating our campaign to revive our righteous Covenant under his divine leadership and you humans shall be exterminated one by one. Even those on the world called Providence, are finding themselves in the same state prior to the war's end."

A cocking sound brought Fowler out of trying to deduce the Chieftain's words. Austal had drawn his sidearm and had the barrel pointed at the smug face of the brute.

"C'mon Marcus. We got a bomb to disarm."

"Yes." Nadirus added, "Now you die."

Austal turned to Fowler, "I'm not letting this piece of shit walk out of here."

"You see the state he's in? He's not going anywhere."

Seeing the two Spartans in agreement, Nadirus barely had feeling in his right arm, however he kept a spiker pistol as a handy sidearm. Not as fun to use as the spike cannon, but the Spartans had not seen it during their battle against him. They were more concentrated on their own survival.

He brought it up, putting the smaller one through the gun's ironsights.

Four loud bangs erupted in the reactor chamber, followed by Nadirus going limp and finally dying from his new gunshot wounds. The spiker slid out of his hand.

Fowler's magnum had smoke curling out of the barrel before he holstered it. "I don't know what's more ironic. Us thinking those brutes are smart or them thinking we are dumbasses."

"You saw his arm trying to grab the pistol at the back of his belt?"

"Me? Oh yeah. Since it was behind him, it was kind of hard to see. That's probably why he kept us listening."

The two Spartans broke into a run as Hades fed them a waypoint to the mounted bomb, "Prophet of Clairvoyance?"

"All Covenant have some leadership. He is most likely that."

"We need to warn Bowman." Austal said, "I don't think he knows the full scope of this invasion."

* * *

><p>The bomb was a large purple cylindrical tank with cyan linings and held upright by four purple metal legs. A timer was attached to the top and it blinked red.<p>

Fowler was lying underneath it, tinkering with the mechanism in an attempt to disarm it while Austal stayed nearby, crouched and ready. He tested his side, managing to feel it again, but pain continued to flare.

"How much time you got left on the bomb?"

"Nine minutes and ten seconds."

"It would please me if you hurry." The younger Spartan's voice had a trace of anxiety inside, "I absolutely hate being on a ship with an unstable explosive charge."

"Any more problems?"

"Actually yeah." That was Hades, "The Covenant cruiser's energy projector is warming up and its vector has changed to your position. Looks like Target Thunder wanted to be a martyr."

"He'd know Spartans would be on here." Austal whispered.

"So he could destroy them even if he was destroyed himself. The bomb was just another ploy to keep us aboard longer."

"Hurry up Spartan Fowler." Hades urged, "We don't have much time."

"Actually I have an idea," He replied, standing up. His body language reflected that he had just experienced a Eureka moment, "Austal, I need you to get back to the bridge and fix a remote control frequency on an escape pod. I'll meet you there as soon as I can."

"What are you thinking?"

"We're going to save the _Kuching_."

* * *

><p>Austal truly hated being stuck in a big metal hunk floating in space, especially if there was a plasma explosive onboard ready to go off within the next four minutes.<p>

Fowler opened the pod bay, where Austal procured a datapad and opened one of the doors to the bumblebee escape craft.

Seeing his friend struggling with the weight of the bomb, he rushed over and grabbed the other side. Together they hauled it inside the bay, sealing the pod's door. Three minutes and thirty seconds.

"I've already went over our plan with _Kuching_. They're going to feed us codes and then guide our missile over."

"Roger that."

Austal's datapad blinked and he swiped something away with his finger, "_Kuching_ Control, this is Eon Four, requesting disarmament of Bumblebee November Juliet Quebec Six Four."

"Eon Four, code feeding Nine Seven Tango Whiskey Papa Eight Zero. Handing over reins. Good luck."

Marcus turned to Brett, "Here's hoping your plan works."

"If it's big enough to destroy or seriously damage the _Kuching_, then you know it'll work."

The bumblebee pod shot out of the bay with a silent explosive force. It laid in space for a second before Austal triggered the thrusters. The lifeboat's fuel supply was very low, since an ignition with a higher amount could cause the death of its occupants. The engines were merely for a heading towards a planet and the blue/white marble of Providence was in the opposite direction of the Covenant cruiser.

The timing of his control had to be just right. Going too fast and he'd run out of fuel, leaving the advancing ship vulnerable. Too slow and the bomb would detonate too early to inflict damage.

With the camera mounted at the pod's front, even those at the frigate's bridge were watching with bated breath. Their weapon systems were offline or damaged and the _Diablo_'s fleet was unable to get a good lock on their enemy without risking hitting their own ship.

A bright purple light flashed on the cruiser's port side, a pulse laser shot lanced out of the darkness, moving with surprising speed towards the small escape craft.

Keeping his cool, Austal fired the thrusters in a burst. The pod dodged the single shot by a mere five meters to its bow.

"C'mon babe." Fowler murmured.

The timer now read one minute and the distance to the cruiser's energy projector was decreasing, almost too slowly. The belly gun glowed red as the ship's front part began to pass directly over the _Kuching_, a half mile below. Why they didn't just fire plasma torpedoes or use their point defense guns was a mystery, but the Spartans were going to take full advantage of that.

Thirty seconds.

The pod was now too close for the cruiser to use its torpedoes and Austal continued to weave around the flurry of plasma shots.

Five. Four. Three. Two. By now, Austal purged the remaining fuel into the engines and when it hit one second, the pod had been just feet away from the projector heading into the section closer to the stern. It was just beginning to cross an imaginary line right over the helpless frigate. A second later and the _Kuching_ would've been bisected.

Even though they were quite the distance. The Spartans imagined the brutes cursing out loud.

Slamming into the projector, just as the Covenant bomb detonated. A small explosion emanated out, followed by a much larger blast of blue fire. The glassing beam was instantly destroyed and secondary explosions reverberated throughout the hull.

Onboard the _Kuching_, the entire vessel shook from the shockwaves before settling down. There were no additional sounds of destruction and neither of them heard anything about the frigate indicating of it destroyed.

"Holy shit." Hades said, "You guys did it. The cruiser is retreating!"

The crew at the _Kuching_'s bridge let out a loud cheer.

* * *

><p>Back at the escape pod bay, Austal and Fowler had removed their helmets, the former enjoying the cool air. Brett saw that his entire face was covered in perspiration and a dried up trickle of blood had ran down his right nostril. The two of them just sat there in silence with grins that seemed to be permanently plastered.<p>

Fowler extended his fist out to Austal, who lightly bumped it in return. Mission accomplished.

"You're amazing little brother." He breathed, "Cancel those beers you owe me."

* * *

><p><strong>These two make an awesome team! Just another day being Eon.<strong>

**Brett Fowler and Marcus Austal**** are**** probably my favorite bromance pair. Either them or Trip and Drew/Vaal.**

**Thanks for reading and reviewing, you all give my writing purpose.**


	22. Crisis I

**Outside New Addie, Providence**

**November 27, 2557**

"Contacts." Ross Pine's fist rose just slightly above his prone form. He lay on a hill right in front of a nature park, which had its former beautiful state marred and turned into a miniature Covenant outpost. "Fifteen meters directly ahead. Two brutes and six grunts."

Far to their left, a pair of ghost scout vehicles lay beside plasma fuel cells and a Covenant communications center. At the parks center, the molten slag in the center told them that a playground had once stood there. More containers were clustered around the area, signifying a supply drop point.

Hades had put in a half-decent connection with Tyrant, since Bowman had been trying for nearly an hour to be in a conversation with the commanding Spartan.

"Eon Lead." He gave a curt nod from his point. On the HUD, the screen of the other end was in the corner of Bowman's helmet.

"Tyrant. Hades finally managed to get us a solid link. Although I don't know exactly how long he will be able to maintain it."

"I'll inform you if even the slightest goes wrong." The AI cheekily said before he stepped off himself.

"I see the two of you just outside New Addie. Where are Fowler and Austal?"

"I've sent them to rescue the _Kuching_. She was heavily damaged after our initial battle."

Tyrant nodded, "You're going to have to brief them with everything I'm about to tell you now. I've been swapping intel with Naval Intelligence, the UNSC Security Council and their Defense Sectors as well as experts on the Covenant society. The Council of Chieftains is a radical jiralhanae-centric group formed at the southern section of Doisac. In case you had no idea, it is their homeworld."

"Learn something new every day."

"Yes. The southern hemisphere is the more war-worn area. They've been like that for decades, even after being absorbed into the Covenant empire. The Council of Chieftains controls one of the largest factions there and as of current knowledge, are the only ones with space-faring capabilities. AKA, the only group with powerful warships."

"Their primary motive seems to be expansion, but they are targeting human colonies."

"So that explains why they won't bother glassing the place." Bowman said, knowing the bombardment too well. "They also have much of their life revolving around the war. Makes more sense to invade a future home as part of a lifestyle."

"They are led by a single Prophet, confirmed by ONI. He is known as the Prophet of Clairvoyance, one of the late Prophet of Truth's biggest supporters in brute dominant military. He fled into hiding before us or the elites could get ahold of him and hasn't resurfaced since."

"The Prophet a HVT?"

"We're pending on that, but our best files still have very little information on what he looks like."

Pine looked over, "Can't be that hard. Gold headdress, robes, sits all day on a lazy floating chair and has a voice to make even the most bloodthirsty chieftain halt in his tracks."

"If we're dealing with a Prophet here, he's going to have a serious security detail."

"Indeed. I can't fully process the whole picture now, so I'm going to send all of you to help to deal with the enemy forces. Until the desk guys get their heads straight and the politicians stop arguing, we need to minimize non-combatant casualties and get everyone to safety."

"Understood."

"Now-" Tyrant turned to a person offscreen and pressed a button. His lips moved as he spoke, but no sound had come out due to him muting. His expression turned from puzzlement to a more hardened one as the other person was most likely speaking to him.

He unmuted it, "Eon, I have some bad news. For both of you. Ross, your house was robbed this morning. Thankfully, your wife is still in the hospital."

He paused, looking over from the sniper rifle to exchange a look with Bowman, his wife had given birth to their son just days ago, "Anything gone?"

"Your wife has confirmed many décor items are missing from discussions with NAPD, but no significant house damage whatsoever. Police are doing everything they can to find the perpetrator, but they've had little success."

"You have bad news for me too?" Eon lead asked.

"Yes. Police have notified me as your commander that Sugar has died."

"That's it?" Bowman looked like he was going to chuckle.

"Affirmative. Your ex is blaming you for the death but so far, there is no solid evidence as proof."

"That's because I didn't do it." He let out a scoff, "I probably should have though."

Pine resumed observing the patrols, "Tyrant do you think something's up? Two incidents related to two members of the same team might not be a random coincidence."

"I've already delved into that Spartan Pine. Indeed it is unusual, but the police are taking the necessary actions to prevent any future incidents concerning that."

Bowman spoke up, "I'm not stupid in thinking that the two incidents were done by the same party. They seemed to be after something of value to us as a team. I think it's pretty good to believe that Fowler and Austal are targets too."

"I don't have any legit proof of your theory Captain. We'll keep tabs on that though. I will inform you when I have further details."

"Yes sir." He cut the display.

"Why the hell were you happy when this Sugar died?"

"Because I'm glad he's dead. Little shit was a pain in my ass since day one."

"Isn't that kinda harsh Cap?"

Bowman shook his head, "Not really. Sugar's my ex's dog. He was part of the reason I got a divorce."

"This should be good." Pine quipped.

"Tell me about it. Anyway, when things started to fall apart between me and her, you know, twice in failing to conceive a child she desperately wanted so instead, she adopts this Chihuahua named Sugar. Thing was fuckin nuts, yapping all night and gaining all her attention. Don't get me wrong, I love dogs, even Chihuahuas but Sugar was her son now and she knew I hated it."

"Was it getting special treatment from her?"

"Oh yeah. Well eventually, we signed the divorce forms and went our separate ways. Her with the dog. Made me pretty happy. If she weren't so attached to it, I'd be a little more sympathetic to his death. Now her life is going to come crashing down because she lost the one thing that gave her meaning in life so far."

"Why don't you go back to comfort her?"

"She won't even regard me." Bowman looked back over the outpost, "C'mon, let's take this place so that we can get to the city."

* * *

><p><strong>Westbrook &amp; Associates Photography, New Alexandria<strong>

"Thank you so much for coming in today." Erika shook Ivey's hand. "I'm looking forward to having you on our team."

"Looking forward to it." He gave a soft grin, "What is my first assignment?"

"You're working with Gabrielle Addison. Really great worker here. She's a little rough around the edges when it comes to sticky situations, but since I know you've got some self-defense and weapons training we've been able to do projects in hot zones like my new Providence assignment."

"Isn't sending media correspondents into a warzone a bad idea?"

Erika nodded, "It's been met with a lot of hell from the UNSC Admiral in charge of the invasion. He's insisting that once they're on the ground, he can't guarantee their safety, but the press wants answers, we have a big contract with the outlet and the pay for this one has been one of the biggest I've seen in years."

Ivey lowered his head, "I'm not sure it's going to be what they want."

"You'll both be fine. I'll brief the two of you before you head out beforehand."

* * *

><p><strong>Outside New Addie, Providence<strong>

"Lead moving."

Bowman was now crouched behind a crate of plasma rifles and peered out.

From his position, the scouts had trailed off and the outpost's comms area had minimal personnel.

"Eon Lead, I've got you covered."

"Eon, status?" That was Tyrant.

"Tyrant, we're tapping a Covie comms outpost. Going to listen in."

"Roger that. Austal and Fowler are ready in line. I've got your next op."

Bowman broke cover, his camo shimmering, "Send it to me when I am done."

Latest intelligence from brute experts confirmed that the brute's armor was a contemporary upgrade to the previous power armor seen during the Great Schism. The aesthetics from the chains, tattoo piercings and warlike accessories denoted rank as well as the lower tiered aspects of south Doisac. A large sash was secured around his waist with several ribbonlike streams around. The sash's front side had ornate symbols painted.

Ranks were relatively simple, unchanged from last time the brutes had been a major threat. The new addition of Shaman indicated brute captains who had the ferocity equal to an elite zealot. While not as high ranking as the sangheili, the shaman's armor incorporated face painted in a warlike fashion. He yelled out, a cry that sent chilling fear into his enemies and it also served as a rally signal for attack.

Part of attacking your enemy was to incite fear. That could reduce their capabilities.

Striding up to the brute's back. He thrust the butt of his rifle straight where the spine was. The blow snapped it outright and sent him flying forward. At the same time, Pine's crosshairs had centered on the second brute and a single anti-material shot punched straight through his shields and high density armor. The side of his face exploded and he collapsed to the ground.

Seeing their leaders dead, the grunts abandoned all their hope, flailing their arms and running in erratic directions.

Fear was also present on the other side too.

Bowman's Assault Rifle chattered when he aimed at the cannon fodder. Three of them were cut down by half his magazine and he delivered another blow from the rifle stock to a fourth.

Pine had eliminated the other two while Eon Lead had his fun. Motion tracks showed no hostiles.

"Clear. No sign of enemy forces."

Bowman scanned the area one last time and deactivated his camo. Sprinting up to the comms device, he unplugged Hades' crystal chip from the back of his armor and inserted it into the console's port.

"Uh huh." He nodded, "Okay, I'm in."

"Send the whole traffic back to Tyrant, Brady and UNSC Command."

"Done." With that, Bowman yanked the chip and slid it back into his armor.

"Tyrant, this is Eon Lead. We're feeding you, the admiral and UNSC FLEETCOM a brute communication frequency. It won't be long before they realize we're listening in, but we can still obtain valuable intelligence."

"Roger that." Tyrant affirmed, "You ready for my task?"

"Send it."

"Overhanging New Addie is a Bestowed-class frigate carrying enough plasma to wipe out the entire city. She's parked in the city center, leading the main invasion force. They're establishing a perimeter around New Addie and her sister ships are on standby."

"Then what's the mission?" Pine asked.

"Get aboard the frigate and turn is weapons against their own fleet. Admiral Brady is going to feed you targets once you've taken control. Hopefully that will eliminate additional reinforcements from entering the battlefield."

"Tyrant, with all due respect, I suggest we get the civilians out of there before we commence any offense of our own."

"Captain Bowman, I understand that they may be caught in the crossfire, but there won't be anyone to defend nor anyone doing the defending if we don't let the enemy regroup."

Bowman tensed at Tyrant's words. Pine already knew that he wasn't going to back down, but neither was Bowman.

To his fortune, Hades jumped in on the conversation as well, "Tyrant, he has a point. The comms traffic says that the brutes are forcing a perimeter around New Addie. I fear what the purpose is."

"What purpose would that be?" Pine asked.

"You know how these brutes seem to have a modern military but their behavior is like in the primitive stage? They've gone back to that stage. You know what that means? By nightfall, the brutes will organize hunting parties and hunt anyone trapped inside the city for sport."

"Shit." Tyrant swore under his breath, "That is bad."

"Okay." Bowman stood up, "This is what we're going to do. Tyrant, get me what coverage you can of the battle raging in the city as well as other Covie deployments. We're performing your original mission to take the frigate. Once we've taken control, I'll stay in control and send the rest of Eon to back up the Marines."

"Roger that Eon." Tyrant said, "Good hunting."

* * *

><p><strong>Up next; Eon plans to assault the frigate with time to keep the city from becoming a hunting reservation for bloodthirsty brutes. Bowman and Pine will attack from below. Fowler and Austal will strike from the sky.<strong>

**I'm heading out of town for a bit next week, but I am bringing a laptop so I will (hopefully) be updating the next chapter by then.**

**Thanks for reading and reviewing. You give my writing purpose.**


	23. Crisis II

**Outside New Addie, Providence**

**November 29, 2557**

Bowman felt the weightlessness take over as he stepped into the frigate's ground gravity lift. The field easily neutralized his anchoring on the ground and looking down, he could see the surrounding environment begin to grow smaller. Everything shrunk as he was lifted nearly twenty stories off the ground. Shade turrets, Covenant supply crates and the mass of dead bodies that he and Pine had slain in order to board.

The frigate's ventral side opened up and the Spartans felt their own gravity take over. Underneath them, the lift sealed shut a second before their boots hit the ground. Pine flexed his knees to absorb the shock from the impact. He had stowed the sniper rifle on his back for an M6G pistol, since its ranged advantage would be virtually obsolete. The advanced optics of his Deadeye-class helmet were also disabled, except for the shorter range motion trackers.

Bowman did a quick check of his MA5D rifle and pistol, both in well operating condition, but his ammo supply was limited.

"First things first, we locate the shield generators and take them offline. That way Austal and Fowler are able to board from above." He keyed his comm channel, "Fowler what's your ETA?"

"We've begun descent already. We're in the high atmosphere and expected to hit the frigate in six minutes."

"Shield Generator area is just a couple of rooms away." Hades said, "The quickest path is through that doorway and you'll encounter moderate resistance."

"Copy all."

The door opened with a flash of its border lights and revealed a long hallway with splitting ends.

A single brute captain and a squad of jackals had been patrolling and yelped in surprise at their new visitors.

The Spartans reacted faster. Bowman drilled the brute with his rifle and Pine squeezed off shots from his magnum. Two of the jackals had their craniums turned inside out. The brute's shields flared and died. It roared and returned fire from the underhand grenade launcher.

Bowman leapt to the side to avoid two of the grenades and pulled out his sidearm, emptying his clip into the ape. The forty five caliber rounds punctured his hide and it went down with a wet gurgle.

"Grab that Brute Shot." Bowman gestured to the grenade belt on the dead captain. "You'll probably do more damage than just a magnum."

Pine scooped it up, frowning at its awkward holding and yanked the spare belts off the corpse. "Just remind me not to fire it too close."

"Fowler and Austal are now four minutes away."

"Copy that." Bowman stacked on the side and leaned out, exposing just part of his upper body and weapon. "Clear."

They proceeded down the hallway into the shield generator room.

It was full of hostiles. A pack of brutes, mix of grunts, jackals and in the center was a chieftain. Scanning his face when he turned indicated he was not a council member, but that didn't spare the fact that they all needed to be taken out. Behind the forces was the large cylindrical blue-white generator. From this room, all shielding on the vessel could be controlled. Proceeding the generator field was a U shaped array of panels and displays to show the shield status.

"No way we're going to take them all with this."

"Let's just go."

Bowman freed a frag grenade from his belt and tossed it towards the largest cluster of grunts and jackals. The Spartans dashed to cover barricades when the grenade detonated.

The brutes barked orders to their lesser soldiers, trying to contain the chaos. Plasma and spike fire flew overhead, impacting the wall behind them.

Leaning out, Bowman peppered a pair of jackals with his rifle and eliminated three grunts with his grenade. "Last mag!"

Ross fired the brute shot at the tougher hostiles. At first, he was surprised at the amount of recoil it had for an underhand weapon accompanied by a grip. The grenades traveled over the side, creating explosions with the force of two grenades. Two of the less armored brutes went down, their bodies crackling with the electric charge accompanied by the high-explosive projectiles.

The chieftain snarled, shouldering the all too familiar golden overhand rocket launcher. The fuel rod gun was a highly feared weapon. It was devastating in both close and long range combat.

The gun fired radioactive fuel rods, smaller man-portable versions used on Covenant anti-armor explosives. It was similar to the arm mounted guns on lekgolo hunters, but they fired a gel-like projectile instead. They fired quickly and did devastating damage to armor.

In the War Games simulator, a fuel rod gun was powerful enough to kill a Spartan with a single direct hit.

Message was; steer clear of that.

The chieftain launched a flurry of fuel rods, hitting the back wall. The Spartans' shields flickered from being downed and they felt heat from the blast prick their skin.

"I'm flanking them!" Bowman shouted before he took off.

Popping out of cover, it didn't take long for the chieftain to target him with the fuel rod. The Captain ducked just as more soared over his head. Diving to the floor, he had avoided the splash damage to his shields.

The brute shot could certainly lay down a whole lot of hurt with a rapid dispensation of its six grenades. It shot them out as fast as he could pull the trigger, although it wasn't a bright idea, since it kicked like an angry cow.

He spotted movement to his left and whirled around. A blue shielded jackal chattered, snapping its teeth and raising a needler.

Pine thrust the blade bayonet outwards. It caught the jackal at the base of its neck and the razor edge cut through with the smoothness of a cleaver. The jackal fell back in a pool of open blood with its head nearly lopped off.

"Ross we're inbound one minute! Why aren't those shields down yet?" Austal yelled. From his icon on the HUD, they were falling rapidly on the back of the frigate.

"We're working on it! Standby!" Bowman yelled back over the gunfire.

"Damn it!" Fowler cut in, "Tell the Cap he's just blowing shit up, not writing a goddamn novel!"

"We got our own problems here!" Pine took another shot at the chieftain. A lucky grenade directly impacted him, but instead of falling, he nearly stumbled back. The smaller brute in front of him wasn't so lucky.

"We're going to be bouncing on a very heavy trampoline if you don't hurry!"

The chieftain unleashed another barrage of fuel rods towards Ross' position. One of them detonated close and threw him in the air away from his cover. He was out in the open.

The chieftain let out a pleasing growl and took aim with the launcher.

With a war cry, Bowman broke cover, sprinting over open ground and crashed straight into the larger brute and knocking it over. The fuel rod skidded out of his hands away from grabbing range.

The other grunts and brutes were surprised at this bold move and Pine took out his sidearm, putting the small aliens down with single accurate shots. A brute tried to hammer him with his burly arm, which was ducked. Ross then jammed the barrel into his headdress and emptied the final three rounds out of his pistol.

The chieftain tossed Bowman off of him and landed a devastating punch on his stomach that felt like his own insides had just been liquiefied. As he struggled to reinflate his lungs when standing up, he unsheathed his CQC WS combat knife. Standard issue, although he secretly envied Austal's twin custom Sting throwing blades.

The brute charged, closing the gap between them in seconds. Bowman anticipated it, sidestepping and thrusting the blade into the first gap he could find in the split second. The skin was tough and it seemed that the sharp tool was suffering more damage than its target. Kind of like trying to stab concrete.

The brute roared in pain, flailing his arms behind his back to try and dislodge the knife stuck in its hide. Bowman whirled around, his foot lashing out to the midsection. The kick caused it to reel even more and some of the armor underneath had buckled from the force.

Seeing his chance, Bowman used the distraction to sprint towards the controls.

The brute was much faster. It tackled him with surprising speed and he nearly got the wind knocked out of him a second time.

Thinking fast, he noticed an advantage and used it to the fullest.

Pine had killed the last brute by bashing his empty magnum on its head thrice before he sprinted over to the controls to deactivate them.

Bowman grabbed the brute's belt and yanked on it. Satisfied, he twisted out of the grip and shoulder barged it away.

The physical strength of a Spartan was amazing, but it seemed as if the brute's motions were as if a bully had merely shoved it.

When it snarled at Bowman, he held up his hand. In it he clasped a pair of spike grenade pins.

* * *

><p><strong>UNSC Medical Facility, Lumbar Mountain Range, Providence<strong>

The gear that Ivey and Gabrielle had brought was small enough to fit in a single blue duffel bag. Slung over the man's shoulders, the pair made their way into the civilian ward of the facility.

The tunnels stretched towards a farther plateau of the range where snow had begun to dust the area. Winters could grow harsh from unrelenting cold and the dryness. Already the water supply was limited and the staff had sent teams up into the mountain area to bring back snow for melting.

The Admiral in charge of the Providence had reluctantly let any media through and explicitly told all of them that he and his deployed forces couldn't guarantee their safety if they proceeded.

When they agreed, they were transported a long way, heading clear from the attention of the single Covenant Battleship standing in between the planet and the majority of the UNSC fleet.

Gabrielle knew that neither of them was supposed to be there, but she knew the output of a fat check was what had made her take the risk. Ivey was allowed along as well, since he had training with weapons.

Already the two of them had begun to document the events unfolding, interviewing evacuated civilians, medical and military personnel. This was a rendezvous point to evacuate civilians from New Addie and her suburban areas.

"You've been awfully quiet the entire trip." Ivey said next to her, "I don't think I've ever heard your voice except for interviews and all."

"It pays to save breath." Gabrielle grinned. In the short time they had been together, Ivey had presented himself as a very social and likeable person. His demeanor also seemed like it hid something else, but she thought little of it, most likely a family concern. "I'm just thinking if this ends up like one of the glassed colonies like Draco III." He noticed a trace of a tear in her eye.

Ivey nodded, most people knew well about that colony and the fate of its inhabitants. Once all the UNSC defenders had been neutralized, the Covenant herded up the remaining human survivors to be ripped apart by vicious grunts and jackals. Footage was leaked, showing the horrific acts. Everyone died; men, women and children. None were spared.

Draco III was considered one of the most horrifying battles of the war and the Spartan-IIs of Red and Blue Team were deployed against them. In return, they easily defeated the Covenant occupiers in a ruthless slaughter when witnessing the feed, avenging the victims.

"What interests you about Draco III?" Ivey asked.

Gabrielle looked out, "That's where I last heard from my sister."

"I'm sorry."

"It's alright. Not many people know about it. Just another secret to keep from everyone."

"Everyone? You got any family?"

She nodded, "Well if you count immediate family, then no. My mother's dead and I have no idea where my father is. Only family member I really consider now is my boyfriend."

"He'll understand if you tell him. What's his name?"

"Marcus. Marcus Austal."

Ivey raised an eyebrow. Gabrielle noticed the gesture, "You know him?"

"I've heard the name."

* * *

><p><strong>The Spartans are in a position to eliminate most of the Covenant fleet, but is it enough?<strong>

**Thanks for reading and reviewing. You give my writing purpose.**
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**New Addie, Providence**

**November 29, 2557**

Nothing like having a Thruster Pack burn out while still three thousand feet above the dorsal side of a moving Covenant frigate. All that with its shields still up.

Both Spartans discovered this while descending and firing the tiny jet on their backs to slow their descent. Go figure, when you use equipment from the damaged _Kuching_.

Austal knew that the energy inside was very limited, so he had spread out his arms, sacrificing his rifle in the process to help slow his descent. To his left, Fowler did the same.

In the Venom Wing coup in New Corsica a couple of months back, the team had done a similar stunt instead using debris of a falling slipspace elevator to cover their approach. Their Thruster Packs worked, but they had some pretty close calls in the past as well. Austal in particular had hit a piece on the way down.

Panic began to flow into his veins when he saw that the shields still hadn't been lowered. At the current rate they were going, they could hit the shield and bounce upwards in seconds. They wouldn't survive a second impact, being splattered on the hull like an insect. He wasn't a fan of being crushed inside his perfectly intact armor either.

"We're going to be bouncing on a very heavy trampoline if you don't hurry!" Fowler yelled.

Now a five hundred feet and closing. Austal readied his Thruster Pack, praying that it wouldn't let him down now.

Both he and Fowler shifted their positions in the air, curling in a ball with their upper bodies and bending their knees out to absorb the most shock possible. This was going to hurt.

The shield looked close enough to touch and they both breathed a sigh of relief when it began to slowly fade out. A split second later, they passed the air where the shield had once stood.

At the same time, the Spartans purged their jetpacks at maximum output. A jolt and a brief feeling of nausea took over as the sudden change in movement took over. The Thrusters were turned on and off in several sequences burning out the last of their reserves until they were thirty feet from the hull. By now, they were in complete freefall.

"This won't hurt a bit." Fowler assured him.

Before Austal could retort, they slammed into the top side of the purple hull.

* * *

><p>"Hades here." The AI reported, "Fowler and Austal had successfully boarded."<p>

Pine still had his fingers jammed on the controls having lowered the shields a split second before the Spartans had impacted, "That was a little too close." He had been holding his breath the entire time after disabling.

"Tell me about it." Bowman tossed the pins towards the mangled chieftain before him. The spike grenades on his belt were armed since the Captain managed to swipe the pins in the proceeding struggle. The end result was gory and definitely not pretty at all.

Not that the brutes were pretty to begin with…

"Fowler, this is Eon Lead. Do you read?"

There was a bit of groaning on the other end, "Eon Lead? Yeah, I hear you. Still trying to work out the soreness in my arms and legs."

"Can we take a five?" Austal butted in.

"Sure." Bowman agreed, "I'll give you guys a run in on what we're up against. Our objective is to take control of the frigate's weapons and fire on its fleet seen higher up. The bridge is at the ship's center and has multiple avenues of attack. My idea was to breach from both sides in succession, so that one of us will have the attention from most of the crew while the other can eliminate a lot of them. We're going to have to assume that they've locked themselves in since they may know we're here. Once we're in, Hades is going to acquire weapon safeties and I will relay targets from Admiral Brady. We'll exfil via the gravity lift once we're done. Can't stay here long, as the Covenant will target her once they find her guns warming up."

"We've landed by the starboard hangars. I have visuals on enemy foot mobiles and we're kind of unarmed."

Bowman's eyes widened, "Unarmed? Where the hell are your guns?"

"We sort of had to ditch them in order to survive our freefall."

"Aren't you going to need guns to fight?"

"Look Cap," Fowler snapped, "As much as I love getting lectured on how we used barely functioning jetpacks in a freefall, this ain't the time for discussing that. Like what you said, mission still goes on."

"Fowler, watch your tone."

"You're not my dad. I can handle it."

"Kids, that's enough." Pine cut in, "Make your way over to the bridge and we'll do likewise. We're going over our plan once again when both of us are in position."

"Roger that."

When they severed the link, Bowman turned over, "How can you get Fowler to shut up like that?"

The sniper shrugged, "I guess showing your prowess in combat has its perks and others can see it. Even the unruly ones. Kick some ass and just about anybody will fall in."

* * *

><p>In camouflage, Fowler and Austal crept along the upper deck of the hangar bay. The shields were still downed and personnel were milling about in a normal manner. The commander of the ship had likely believed that their attack was simply an isolated incident.<p>

"Freakin Captain gets on my nerves." Fowler muttered through gritted teeth, "I swear he doesn't like me…"

"You've kinda showed him that he isn't your favorite either. So I'm not surprised he's being cold back."

"Whatever."

"You know he's just trying to make sure everyone returns from the mission alive. That's his reputation. How else do you think he got in? It certainly wasn't the relationship regulation."

Fowler snorted, "Oh you're going to go reputation again. Told you he was just doing his time and feeding off us for that."

Austal was about to come to his Captain's defense when they both picked up a pair of contacts approaching. Simultaneously, their camouflage modules activated and they shrank into the darker corners of the deck area.

Two brutes, one dressed in captain armor and another in a shaman harness were approaching their position. They were armed with brute shot grenade launchers and had a few spike grenades hanging off their belts. Neither of them had spotted the Spartans just yet, but give an attentive look at their position could compromise their stealth advantage fairly quickly.

Fowler unholstered his pistol, the only gun between the two of them that had successfully survived the trip and within their grasp. Looking over at his partner, the younger Spartan reached down to his hips and unsheathed a pair of jet black knives with symmetrical double-edges and had an angular streamlined appearance. At the handles was a large emblem of a wasp insect.

He casually flipped the custom Sting knives in his hands until he had them in a switchblade hold. Making the first move, he lit a green light and cocked an arm back. Whipping it out, he sending one of his knives down to the shaman at blinding speed.

Being one of the fastest Spartan-IVs, Austal had his hopes of challenging the legendary SPARTAN-087 or SPARTAN-104 in a one vs one hand to hand fight. Both Tyrant and Bowman had agreed upon getting word that while he was very good, he'd lose to both Kelly and Fred before he could get a single blow in. Fred was unbelievable at knife fighting and Kelly was simply too fast. However that did nothing to change his mind. In a similar manner, Ross Pine was itching to get tricks from Linda-058.

His speed was extremely impressive and the velocity of the knife was enough to punch straight through the shields and high-density armor. The blade buried itself in the shaman's breastplate.

It must've hurt because the brute bellowed in the low shrill roar that UNSC intel stated that shamans made. Both Spartans felt a chill run down their backs.

The captain turned to his partner.

Just as Fowler darted behind and delivered a devastating blow to the backside, instantly breaking his spine.

The shaman yanked the knife out and tossed it away in disgust. Austal used the distraction, charging in a shoulder barge that knocked the two of them over. He held the second Sting knife and slashed quickly, aiming for the shaman's exposed throat.

The skin was tough and calloused, adorned with tribal tattoos. The leathery hide was already hard enough to pierce with bullets. However the Sting knife was sharp as any scalpel and ripped it straight open.

The brute made some wet gurgling sounds, managing to grab ahold of Marcus to toss him off. The Spartan was prepared, exhaling upon impact and rolling to his feet. By now, the shaman had a good sized puddle of blood pumping out of his wound and went limp within five seconds.

Austal accepted the discarded knife from his partner and they both retrieved the fallen brute shot launchers with all the grenades they could find.

* * *

><p>"Eon Lead, this is Eon Two. Austal and I are in position ready to breach from the left entrance."<p>

Bowman tossed another spike grenade, effectively sticking one of the grunts in the fleeing group. The explosive detonated, sending razor spikes everywhere and shredding the entire lance.

"Roger that." The Captain took out a brute shot of his own. "You got explosives?"

"Yeah. Brute shots."

"Good. We'll break down the doors." Bowman had a bad feeling if they had outright opened the doors.

He flashed a green light and then gave Pine a nod. At the same time, the two teams fired their grenade launchers directly at the doorframes. The first pair of explosives on either side did little damage and then the second caused them to buckle slightly. The third barrage blasted them completely open and an explosive on the other side quickly amplified the breaching blast.

Bowman was right. The Covenant had planted counter breaching charges, small plasma blocks that detonated after a prior entry was detected. Designed to specifically destroy the intruders making the invasion, they could easily make short work of shields and while survivable by a Spartan-IV, the opponents waiting on the other side would be more than ready to pump enough gunfire in that direction to kill them.

At Bowman's feet, there was a detached spike cannon, looted from an armory they had come across. As soon as the visibility had cleared, he raised it up, targeting the nearest baddie on his crosshair and opening up.

The spike cannon kicked like a restless bronco, jerking wildly thanks to the extremely high rate of fire. On the other hand, the results it produced was pleasing. His first target was an unfortunate grunt who was processed into a ground pile of metal and flesh within a second. The foot long spikes buried themselves into a few jackals, giving them a similar fate.

Austal and Fowler saw the majority of the Covenant bridge crew turn their attention to Bowman and his new toy, but they had some enemies notice their entrance as well.

They fired a volley of grenades from their brute shots, causing an endless roll of thunder. A pair of brutes had been blown apart by their assault and the splash damage from their grenades caused electric sparks to dance about, keeping their defenders at bay.

"Watch the left side." Bowman brought the cannon to that direction, shredding a brute about to throw a grenade.

All within a minute, Fowler's magnum echoed the final shot, followed by the sound of a jackal hitting the ground. The entire floor was dirty with mixing blood of the different races of corpses, burn marks and empty casings of spent ammunition.

"Clear!"

"Clear!"

The team all rushed up to the bridge area. The command spot was elevated by a ramp that towered over a handful of other stations towards the back of the room. Being leader, Bowman moved over to the shipmaster's seat, a new addition to jiralhanae vessels. The chair was a bit too big for him, but he still had a good view of all the displays. Normally, it would be a bunch of jargon and indescribable array of symbols that would make any translator scratch their heads in frustration. Their armor instantly translated the Covenant languages in this case, sangheili in both verbal and written form.

The three other Spartans rushed to the other essential stations, helm, weapons and ops.

Bowman had never commanded a ship in his life, well except for the mini-yacht he and his buddies had borrowed for a friend's bachelor party.

"Austal, ease us forward on a twenty vector at a low speed."

"Roger."

Fowler tapped a few buttons at his station, "All instruments and essential ship functions nominal."

"Plasma torpedoes are ready and waiting."

"Boss, we got a problem." Austal waved. He had been occasionally watching the locators on the ship's console next to navigation. "We got troops inbound to the reactor."

"Seal and depressurize it."

Fowler cast a wary eye over, "If they have suits, that won't stop them."

He had a point there. The grunts already had harnesses to give them their essential methane, but the remaining species breathed oxygen and didn't require the pressurization.

He had to take a chance, at least for the next five minutes, then the Council of Chieftains could do whatever the hell they wanted with the giant purple tub.

Bowman keyed his comms, "Admiral Brady, Eon Lead, sending Marker Whiskey over."

A second later the admiral responded, having taken over from his own ship's comm station. "I copy, Marker Whiskey over."

"I have control of the Covenant frigate and am warming up the plasma payload."

"Grid coordinates follow Lima Oscar seven five zero nine Two, Kilo X-Ray six six three, Victor Bravo one zero nine six and Delta Uniform seven nine three nine. All Covenant ships in the vicinity. Send those bastards to hell."

Fowler finished punching in commands on his end, assisted by his HUD translation software and with synchronization from Bowman, triggered the weapon arming sequence.

"Admiral, plasma payload armed and away."

"Roger that. Now get your asses out of there. We're picking up hostile triple-A heading in your direction!"

"You heard the man." Bowman shouted to his team, "Eon, let's hustle!"

"You don't have to tell me twice." Pine quipped. The Spartans regrouped at the bridge ramp and headed for the door.

Just as it pinged open and revealed two enormous figures, towering over the brutes.

Any UNSC force knew that this foe was one not to underestimate lightly. Covered in virtually impenetrable armor and armed with an incendiary fuel rod gun on their arm, mgalekgolo, or hunters were deployed as ultra heavy troops.

Blasts from their fuel rod gun in their arms was enough to incinerate titanium-A battleplate armor and they also carried a super-dense shield that shrugged off any attack and also served as a devastating melee weapon. They also always approached in pairs, having "bond brothers" from intelligence suggesting that the two were once a single colonial entity of worms, which actually made up the creature itself. Despite a hunter's weight of nearly six tons, they were surprisingly nimble, especially when one would witness its bond brother's death.

ONI sources stated that they associated with any other species of the Covenant, save for the elites and had no qualms of assaulting other members if necessary.

At once, the Spartans ditched their weapons and sprinted straight for the opposite exit.

The hunters saw their plan and had already been warming up their weapons. A pair of green spheres of energy spat out from the muzzle, slamming into the door and knocked out its power. Bowman knew that the doors themselves were immobile in the current trashed state and relayed only one option.

"Run! Get to the hangar!"

Austal was in the lead sprinting with Eon straight for the hunters with a plan already made. Anyone witnessing this would render it as suicide.

The closer hunter saw the move and swung his shield out, fully intent on smashing the Spartan into the floor.

At the last moment, Austal dodged the blow, crouching and moving his body into a perfect roll that easily juked. The hunter must've been so satisfied at his future kill, neither he nor his bond brother could react as the Spartans dashed in between them.

Ross Pine was last and he had slid low underneath. As he passed, he armed a spike grenade and slapped it inside the closest hunter's orange fleshy gap. By the time he and the others had exited, the grenade exploded, the armor of the hunter keeping the spikes inside as they ricocheted all inside its body, killing it.

"There's a grav lift we can use to get to the top!" Bowman hit the nearby panel and they were suddenly lifted upwards. Flying for only a second, they emerged on the frigate's roof, all satisfied that they were on control of their bodies again.

The reprieve was temporary.

As bad as the situation looked inside the massive frigate, the night skyline of New Addie was an even bigger hellhole.

* * *

><p><strong>This chapter was supposed to be out a couple of days ago, but I was distracted by one thing that I've been waiting six months for. NFL FOOTBALL!<strong>

**I'll continue to update as much as I can while still having enough time for work, school, football and more writing of course! I have a new idea for another Halo series, but it's still in the process and probably won't get much toying around with until I am close to finishing this, plus my next project.  
><strong>

**Speaking of which, I've already summarized a fifth installment for the Blades and this one will be different from the others. More details? In time. **

**Go Niners!**

**Thanks for reading and reviewing. You give my writing purpose.**


	25. Crisis IV

**Brett Fowler's residential neighborhood**

**New Alexandria, Reach**

**November 29, 2557**

Victoria was awakened by the sound of an engine rev that pierced the silence of the night.

The sound was all too familiar.

Brett Fowler's Capri Dragon Model 2558 certainly was an eye catcher. Costing nearly sixty seven thousand credits, it was a bit out of place when compared to the suburban apartment that he had in southwestern New Alexandria.

Out of Eon, he lived the closest to Firebase Noble and when he had time off, he would occasionally swing by his apartment for various things. Modifying his Dragon was one of his favorite hobbies. It sat in the small garage that was in front of his residence, surrounded by tools.

Fowler's next door neighbor had tolerated the rumble of his prided sports car when it arrived occasionally late at night from base or wherever he went. However this time being at four in the morning, it was beginning to be an annoyance.

Victoria slinked out of bed, careful not to awaken her husband sleeping beside her. How old Leonard managed to continue to saw logs and shut out the engine roar was something else.

A single blind was opened and she squinted against the glowing streetlights to her right, where Brett Fowler's residence was.

His Dragon's stoplights glowed bright red and the garage door was reflecting headlights as well. What caught her eye was that there was nobody inside.

Fowler's house had no lights on inside, but the windows of both the apartment and car were tinted so that it was very difficult to see inside.

A split second later, the Dragon exploded in an enormous ball of orange fire. The blast consumed the front part of Fowler's apartment, leaving a blaze raging out of control behind. In the distance, Victoria could hear the repeated blaring horn of another car's alarm. Apparently the car though it was being robbed too.

Small embers died out when impacting the asphalt and the fire grew within a few minutes before a team of firefighters had telegraphed their presence by their iconic siren, showing up at the house minutes later. They reeled out a hose and began spraying a powerful jet of water aimed directly at the center of the blaze.

A sound distracted Victoria from spectating the battle. Leonard snorted and sat up in the bed. "What the hell is going on?"

So that's what could wake the heavy sleeper up…

* * *

><p><strong>Lumbar Mountain Range<strong>

"So where did you hear about Marcus?" Gabrielle asked. The two photographer and media correspondents were inside a transport warthog in a convoy that was en route to the enormous medical base in the Lumbar Mountain Range. The UNSC commander stationed there had received orders that they were planning an operation to retake New Addie; however the Covenant carrier was en route to their location with an army of hostiles. If they wanted to assault the metro area, they would have to do it fast. It was dubbed OPERATION: FINAL DRIVE as part of Admiral Brady's plan to end the Covenant occupation.

The medical base in Lumbar was a fallback area for any civilians when extraction via air would be too hot. All they could do from then was wait until it was safe enough.

"We played gravball together." Ivey made up, "He was the top striker for the highschool and I was the playmaker."

While the two had never actually played together or even went to the same school, it was true from reading Austal's entire dossier that he had played gravball in his highschool years. He was definitely good, being one of the best strikers to the win-starved Henderson South High School Sidewinders. Within his four year attendance, along with a handful of other star players, they had made the highschool league's playoffs in the latter two years of his career. The highlight was the championship victory over their bitter rival in Reno.

Had he stuck in school onto college and played for a team, he had a good potential to even go on to the professional leagues and make enormous amounts of money.

"We scored more points than the number of plays the other side made." He explained, "Had he been continuing with his education. I have no doubt that he would be a professional."

Before she could reply, an whizzing sound pierced the air.

"WRAITH!"

Both Gabrielle and Ivey just got a front seat to watch the vehicle in the lead explode into orange flame. A stream of plasma shots came out of the darkness, peppering the ground around them.

Already adrenaline began to pour into their veins. Only difference being that Ivey was used to it and Gabrielle had never seen a real war before.

The radio was filled with voices of panicked Marines as they tried to get around the situation. The transport hogs with most soldiers halted and backed up. The marine driver in their vehicle slammed into reverse just in time to avoid one in front doing the same.

The wraith moved sideways before its chassis launcher contracted again, spitting out another glowing blue blob that arced overhead.

With blinding speed, it slammed straight into the warthog straight in front of them. The blast instantly destroyed it and sent their own warthog tumbling back. Metal screeched and the screams of everyone inside was a chorus of chaos occurring. Ivey felt them rolling and a series of crashing sounds never seemed to end.

The LRV had finally halted its tumble right at the center of a cliff underneath their main road, landing on its side with the wheels still spinning quickly.

Ivey wiggled out of his seat and looked over. Gabrielle Addison was next to him, her arms limply hanging in front. Other than the two of them, there was only one other Marine that survived the crash.

"Good." He murmured, "I need my bargaining chip alive."

The high-pitched rumble sounded overhead, causing Ivey to look over. The wraith had moved overhead and was in position to decimate the downed warthog.

Gustafson's right hand man drew his sidearm, looking through the integral scope right at the single grunt manning the secondary plasma cannon at the front of the tank. If they were going down, he wasn't about to do so without a fight.

However he wasn't well equipped. A sitting duck right in a wraith's sights armed with just a pistol.

Another sound introduced itself as another warthog appeared out of the blue and suddenly veered to the wraith's left. It halted and screamed around to the back right side after making its debut.

The slow tank was no match for the faster vehicle. The gunner shredded the grunt manning the secondary turret to pieces before the driver sped up in a semi-circle to try an flank the wraith.

The brute driver must've had enough as he halted his rotation. Ignoring the barrage of bullets that splintered on the frontal armor, he triggered the repulsor boosters, causing the wraith to accelerate forward to a surprising speed.

Normally, a charging wraith would be able to instantly flatten any opposing scout vehicle like the ghost or warthog. This time, the driver must've anticipated the move because he shifted the gear into reverse, near instantaneously causing the warthog to switch directions. The wraith lurched forward, passing harmlessly by.

At the same time, the gunner shifted his aim, putting hundreds of rounds straight into the rear engine, a well-known vulnerable spot on the tank. The attack was sufficient, causing the wraith to fall down. A blue flame exploded out of its mortar cannon and completely destroyed t he tank. The hatch was jammed shut and being heated by the fire nearby, the driver would be trapped and be baked to death if he survived.

The warthog pulled over to the cliff and a figure jumped out. Night was beginning to fall and the armed soldier shone a light down towards them. They had probably come across that wraith looking over the cliff, searching for something. If the Covenant wanted it, then it was probable that the UNSC get it first.

Ivey waved his hands in a universal help gesture and the man must've seen it because he set a battle rifle in one hand and cupped his mouth with the other.

"Sir! Are you alright?"

"Yes!" Ivey shouted back, "I've got two wounded here!"

"Okay, stay put. We'll come to you!" The man held up three fingers to an unseen individual and began to cautiously journey down.

It all went smooth for him until Ivey saw his uniform.

The man was average height, clad in typical military BDU outfit and several utility pouches on his pants.

The Colonial Natural Resources Department.

"Damn it." He swore under his breath. If he didn't react fast enough, his cover would be blown.

Drawing his sidearm just as the man had finished his descent, he made his decision in an instant.

"Sir!" The CNRD operative said, "Put the gun down and-"

Ivey put two bullets in his chest and broke straight into a run. He aimed straight towards the outcropping of rocks. The gunshots would be heard and his stance of fleeing would automatically make him a target, for both other humans and Covenant.

Breathing became heavy, even as bullets whizzed around his heels, impacting the ground and kicking up tiny plumes of snow. He dashed in a random vector, hoping to minimize his chances of being shot. The rattling continued until he found a good sized rock to vault over and hide behind.

The firing stopped, which likely meant that the hostiles were retrieving Gabrielle and the Marine survivor.

Of course he contemplated going back and remain in control of his target, but he only had a single pistol with five shots left. Those CNRD teams had automatic battle rifles and an M41 machine gun on their warthog. Plus they were on high alert. He didn't stand a chance.

He had earlier established a rendezvous point with his men down inside the forest areas where he was currently at the outskirts of. His original plan was to snatch her and make the regrouping in order to await further instructions. They would make a hostage exchange with Eon as their final operation.

The only hitch was that Eon would be the one to go after whatever the representative of Gustafson's employer wanted. If they didn't retrieve it, then that would be another story.

However, Gustafson's employer had said that Covenant forces around the area were very dense. Enough that most Marines wouldn't be able to easily walk through. Spartans? No problem at all. Especially Eon, the best of the best.

There would be time for the Spartans. All he had to do was concentrate on the task at hand. The mission wasn't over just yet.

* * *

><p>The CNRD team had finished hauling Gabrielle and the other Marine out of the warthog and had tossed a flare in a clearing while awaiting medevac by the UNSC air assets. Such aircraft were few in number, only flying whenever safe, as Covenant had set up numerous heavy anti-air emplacements along with an entire air force of banshees and phantoms patrolling the skies over the mountainside and the nearby city of New Addie. A Covenant frigate hovered over the main area of the city centre.<p>

The CNRD operative knelt by his downed partner and removed the clothing around his neck, pressing a finger right to the carotid artery.

Looking over at the third operative, he shook his head, "Choi's gone."

"Damn it." The team leader twisted around, frustration evident. "What about the shooter?"

"I missed him. But I did get a positive ID." He sent a footage over to the leader's helmet captured by his helmet recorder. "It's Ivey."

Ivey as well as Gustafson's entire mercenary gang were on a watch list done by the CNRD, having conducted two prior terror incidents that involved the agency's interests. ONI offered its full cooperation, but their efforts were severely limited now that there were several independent colonies established in the wake of the war against the Covenant Empire and that was where Gustafson had done much of his work. Either he was untouchable or worked off the grid.

With him captured, his remnants were currently on the run, being hunted across the colonial network. Some; a splinter sect led by Ivey was believed to be continuing to carry out his mission. There were many who believed that the ending hostage crisis of Vancouver was never truly the conclusion on his nefarious activities.

Then there was the employer. Very shadowy and any tries to get any intelligence were met with failure much to the agency's frustration.

"Team Diamond. What is your status?"

"We're operational sir." The leader replied, "We lost Choi."

"Damn it."

"There is some good news. We have a positive ID on Ivey, so we're very close."

"Don't let that deviate you from your task, we need that intel, but if you have a shot on Ivey or any of Gustafson's associates, don't hesitate to put a bullet in their eye."

* * *

><p><strong>So the Spartans aren't the only ones after Gustafson &amp; co.<strong>

**Go Niners!**

**Thanks for reading and reviewing. You give my writing purpose.**


	26. Gaia I

**New Addie, Providence**

**November 29, 2557**

Up ahead, a pack of brutes in domed exosuits had jet jumped onto the hull. Their heads locked on the four figures sprinting to them.

Their expressions changed to confusion and then to anger as they deduced the identities of the quartet.

Plasma weapons were raised and they opened fire, sending searing hot bolts down towards them.

Being in the lead, Austal primed his last grenade and arced it to the center of the group. It impacted one of them, the spikes lodging itself into the left shin guard and detonated a split second later. The razor spikes shredded two others and forced the remainder to retreat.

"They must have a hangar!" He said, flinching as a spike hit his chestplate only to get shrugged off by his shielding.

"Hangar means aircraft!" Bowman agreed, "Okay, ready we're going to drop down!"

To their left was the hull's end, a five hundred foot drop onto solid ground. On the underside of the ship, plasma turrets powered up and fired long beams that curved upwards, trailing off to its programmed targets.

They slowly descended down the sloped hull and finally spotted the edge of a hangar inside. All that they couldn't see was the essential aircraft. The thing that could get them off this tub.

As Fowler was descending, he lost his footing. His posterior end hit the hull and he slid down at an astonishing speed. He scrambled to get ahold, but his fingers failed to find purchase. The ship's surface was a hexagonal skin with grooves for an easy latch on. However, he finally managed to grab on, but suddenly his fingers slipped out of the hold.

Austal lunged for him, but Fowler's outstretched arm was just out of his reach. "Shit!"

Faster than anyone imagined, Bowman grabbed Austal's free hand and dived over the side. His free hand curled around Brett's ankle, effectively stopping his fall. All three Spartans felt a muscle being pulled in one part of their bodies or another. It was enough to have grunts and pants of pain emitted.

Fowler was breathing heavily. "Whew, I thought I was a goner."

"Don't say that just yet." Bowman turned to look inside the hangar a short distance away. "Get ready."

He let go of Austal's arm, now grabbing a groove in the hull to hold on. Using momentum from his shoulder muscles, he began to swing the half-ton Spartan like a pendulum. It started slow, but it gained speed and increased width.

"Ready when you are Cap." Fowler knew that the CO's arm was beginning to tire.

"Go!" Bowman reared his arm back and using every ounce of strength he hurled Fowler towards the open mouth of the hangar bay.

Flying through the air, Fowler realized too late that Bowman didn't have enough momentum on his swing and he was going to fall short and then go hundreds to feet to a nasty death.

He did not just survive a descent with Austal with a malfunctioning jetpack to go out like this!

The hull came closer than he expected and four of his outstretched fingers hooked on. He slammed into the side, nearly getting winded in the process. He hauled himself up to the hangar floor with both hands, still grunting from the exhaustion that cramped his upper body. Time for a workout when this was over.

"Eon," Hades began, "All weapons discharged, estimated time to impact with hostiles is all within ninety seconds. First victims in ten."

"Good." Bowman said, "Keep the Admiral updated." He turned over to Fowler. "You good?"

"I'm going to need arm stretching, but yeah."

"Alright. I'm sending Austal your way. Get a couple of banshees and we'll hop on as you exfil."

"I don't think a banshee can hold two." He protested.

"Not if you're flying at maximum speed." Pine countered.

Bowman launched Austal in a similar manner, this time much further since Austal was slightly lighter. Fowler grabbed his hand and pulled him up onto the hangar floor.

They moved over to a pair of banshees and powered them up. Austal familiarized himself with the controls before leading the duo floating out. As they passed over the area where Pine and Bowman were hanging off, the two Spartans dropped down, grabbing ahold of the banshee's wings.

Fowler felt a thump on the aircraft and saw the hatch open to see Bowman, crouched securely by the cockpit. "Set for the skyscraper there and we'll call for evac. It's going to be tight with the anti-air in the area."

"Sure is."

"Tyrant, Admiral, I put a tracker on the frigate. Now that her payload is away, you can take her out."

"Roger." Brady replied.

"So now can we get some R and R?" Hades asked, his tone akin to that of a whiny child.

"Not quite Hades." Tyrant butted in, "Eon, you've got four hours before I have a pelican taking you to the next op. This one's urgent."

"Well that changes our dinner plans." Austal murmured. Bowman knew that something was gnawing away at the younger Spartan at the time, but he put it behind.

"What's the op?"

"I'll brief you on the ride over. It's on the other side of the planet. Get some rest."

* * *

><p><strong>Pelican 812<strong>

**Eastbound towards Aswathu**

The evac pelican had just escaped effective range when the Covenant had set up antiaircraft artillery.

Tyrant informed them that he wanted to leave immediately and Eon had reluctantly agreed. Their ride was empty save for them and equipment littering the floor. Fresh weapons, munitions and even replacement parts for their damaged MJOLNIR armor.

For the first hour of their flight, they worked in silence on one another with armor repairs and weapon preparation. Their drop zone was all the way on the coastal area of the continent, a good five hours left to go.

"Alright. Tyrant is going to give us a briefing when we stop in Aswathu for refueling. In the meantime, I say we all get some shuteye."

Pine and Austal flashed green lights and laid back in a relaxed posture to gain some much needed sleep.

"Hey Cap?"

Bowman turned to see Fowler take a seat next to him. His body language radiated exhaustion, no doubt having the least amount of rest along with Austal, who hadn't slept ever since taking a power nap back on the _Kuching_.

"What's going on Sergeant?"

"Just enjoying the respite."

"Aren't we all?" He grinned, "Sure feels nice to rest after an entire day of action."

"Hell yeah." The two of them lightly fist bumped, "I know I can be a handful Cap."

"You got that right." He chuckled, "I know I ain't your typical CO. Both of us come from different backgrounds and see a leader in varying eyes. I can't promise that you'll love me to death when this is done. What I can promise is that we will all come back alive with our mission complete."

"That's good enough for me." Fowler stood and gave a friendly slap on Bowman's shoulder before leaving. He joined Pine in checking over their weapons.

Bowman silently grinned to himself. Ross was one clever bastard.

* * *

><p>Austal remained at the pelican's back bay, looking out at the wide expanse of land that was nine thousand feet below them. The horizon was beginning to brighten with a rising red sun and the blackness was fading.<p>

Earlier, he had attempted to contact Gabrielle since it was a rare opportunity to do so with a brief access to signal. No answer. He had left a message in case.

* * *

><p>"Alright boys." Bowman said after they were one hour left into the flight. "Get ready for mission briefing."<p>

Tapping a panel on the pelican's side, a hologram of the armored Tyrant came into view. Unlike the pedestal version that AIs used, this one was full sized, with the Spartan being just as tall as the men he was about to brief.

"The takeover of the Covenant frigate went a long way to assist civilian evacuation in New Addie. Most of the population is in UNSC custody or in sheltered zones. Time to clean up the mess."

Tyrant spread a holomap before them, "We're on the brink here Spartans. This is heavy Covenant occupied territory and an operating zone for one of the Council of Chieftains. This is Zircunum, you know him as target Crow. He specializes in army formations and under his leadership, overran Aswathu within hours. Fortunately, all civilians in the vicinity were evacuated and Zircunum's forces have not moved since. We're dropping you a good five hours driving distance north."

"We're doing recon?" Bowman asked.

"Negative. You're to get inside the town of Sierno and head towards the CNRD classified facility two miles northwest. Scans survey that the agency had left highly valuable intel in the facility when the brutes had attacked. A spec ops team, codenamed Diamond was dispatched to retrieve the intel."

"I had no idea that the CNRD had military ties." Pine mused aloud.

"They do." Tyrant confirmed, "They operate their own integral private militia that answers only to the board's directors and remains in close collaboration with UNSC forces as to not interfere with their interests. Diamond has since been MIA and we agreed to help them recover their team or what's left of them."

"If there's anything left." Fowler said.

"Eon Two has a point." Bowman nodded, "What opposition are we facing?"

"Diamond's last transmission indicated Covenant hostiles and their earlier ones also suggested human ones as well. Assume everyone except for Diamond is declared non-friendly. Hades will upload their tag codes into your armor so that you can identify them as friendly."

"Permission to speak?" Austal asked.

"Go."

"Sir while Fowler and I engaged target Thunder aboard the Kuching, I recall him talking about a Prophet of Clairvoyance. If he's right about a Prophet leading their forces, this may be much more than a simple invasion."

Pine nodded, "Like when the Prophet of Regret attacked Earth. He knew that it was home to some forerunner relics to their religion which is why they spared it from being glassed. Same thing with the New Alexandria and the Highland mountain range of Reach. It may be possible that Providence houses similar things."

"Possible." Tyrant agreed, "However intel states that the Council of Chieftains is more hardline than the brutes under the Prophet of Truth's command. They don't look to be here for a ritualistic sermon, but rather for the bloodlust of human extermination. New Addie was just one of the horrific atrocities these savages had committed and we need to keep that from spreading any further. Now as for the Prophet, I had checked with ONI on the aspect. They turned up with nothing about a Prophet of Clairvoyance ever being in the Covenant for nearly four hundred years."

"Clairvoyance basically means extra-sensory perception." Bowman added, "That being said, we have to assume our enemies may have some telepathic assistance. If we're heading into an area that's dense with enemies, then it means that there's something over there they don't want us to know about."

"I agree Eon Lead. Take extra ammo with you and prepare for the worst."

Tyrant's words rang true; the only catch was that the worst would be yet to come in a way they did not expect.

* * *

><p><strong>That's true. This will be one interesting mission.<strong>

**Thanks for reading and reviewing. You give my writing purpose.**


	27. Gaia II

**Colonial Natural Resources Department Classified Facility**

**Northwest of Sierno**

**November 30, 2557**

"Alright gentlemen." Bowman stood up from his position. They were in a small wooden canopy that served as a campground, where Eon had taken refuge from the unrelenting torrential rains outside. "We're oscar mike."

"Tyrant, this is Eon Lead. We're en route to the facility and are encountering multiple brute search teams. No sign of the CNRD team, Target Crow or our Clairvoyant Prophet."

"Tyrant copies. The CNRD Diamond squad has personnel still alive and we're trying on our end to hook up communications."

"Keep us informed of the progress."

"You got it."

"This was Diamond's last known position four hours ago."

The team quickly geared up and moved out. Hades' assessment of the terrain would combine moderate to long range combat so the team had chosen their armament to address the situation. They all carried M6H sidearms, the newest pistol in the traditional Misriah series along with varying primary weapons.

Fowler and Austal had MA5D rifles with Pine using his SRS99-S5 sniper adorned with a Romeo Optics RO-88 Thermal Enhancing Magnifier and Bowman had a BR85HB battle rifle as his primary. Every Spartan carried a single combat knife, except Austal, who had his twin Sting Knives and a third standard one. In addition, he carried a single moth drone along with two fully charged batteries for aerial recon.

"Don't you have enough knives kid?" Bowman had asked when they were all sharpening them.

"Gotta be ready any time for them zombies." The three other Spartans rolled their eyes.

They moved through the dense brush at a steady pace, careful not to step in the more muddy spots. Before their drop, the team had applied a special repellent spray to their armor, emphasizing their leg areas. Treading in wet environments meant that mud would stick to their boots and leggings. Clingy bits of the wet dirt would remain visible to anyone even when the Spartan wasn't. That made for some comical trickery, but to Covenant, it meant an invisible hostile.

The road lay up ahead, telegraphed by a long clearing that stretched both ways before them. Eon immediately saw movement on their motion trackers and crouched into the brush. Their active camo modules kicked in and the figures melted into the background.

Three brutes, one captain and two standard soldiers herded a half dozen of grunts milled around a small blaze that had been doused by the rain.

"I count nine hostiles in total."

"Hey!" Fowler whispered rather loudly, "I see movement! Top of the center treeline."

"Make that ten." Bowman hadn't seen the lone jackal up there. It had a good vantage point over their position and he knew that the T-50 SRS beam rifle in its hands was enough to drill two neat holes in their helmet and kill them instantly. It was a more expensive model produced by the Assembly Forges and served as a successor for the late Covenant's precision sharpshooter rifle. The previous model, the T-27 SASR had phased out by the climax of the war, but it still saw continued use with multiple Covenant terrorist factions.

"Don't see any good way around it."

"Cap, look in the center." Pine said.

"I see nothing."

"Take a look at the brutes."

"Yeah?"

"Now look past them into the treeline."

Bowman used the scope of his rifle to zoom in and now he saw it. "Looks like a hog."

"It is. Must've been what the CNRD team used to get to the facility."

"Then where the hell are they?"

"I don't know." Jake make three fingers with his right hand, "Let's just drop them and when we're clear investigate."

The Spartans screwed suppressors onto their weapon muzzles and each picked a target, all marked by Bowman on their HUD. Since Pine's sniper was the only thing that could take a brute out in a single shot, he had the luxury of putting the brute captain's head in the scope's crosshairs. Fowler and Austal had their rifles trained on the group of grunts and Bowman targeted the jackal sniper.

He flashed a green light and immediately squeezed a three round burst. It came out as a muted cough and jerked the rifle backwards. Bowman adjusted, anticipating the recoil and he smirked when he saw the avian creature disappear in a splash of purple blood.

Austal and Fowler attacked at the same time from different angles. The grunts saw the former first and he had already let out a long stream of brass to kill four of them. Fowler killed the fifth and then bashed the final grunt trying to flee. Then Bowman and Fowler combined their fire on one brute and Pine blew out the second one's eye with a second sniper shot.

"Clear." Fowler said, a bit of bloodlust in his voice.

Earlier in the flight, he had been informed that his prized car had been demolished in a seemingly destruction of personal property. Police had yet to find the suspect, but the news was enough to piss him off.

He didn't throw a tantrum or yell out loud. He gave a nod, but the look on his face had changed. Someone had done something that was very personal to him.

Bowman had to agree on Fowler's logic. He would have anger, but he'd store it, save it for later. He would later announce that when he found those responsible, he'd "castrate them and then shove their balls down their throat and up their ass at the same time."

"Eon Two, are you going to be okay?"

"Huh?" He patted his black Commando Helmet. "Affirmative."

Eon silently moved through the forest, staying off the path of the road, but keeping it within sight to locate patrolling enemies. If you could see the enemy both on the motion trackers and visually, that was a good thing.

The Captain remembered his time as an MTSFO and a tour on Andesia during a tour to suppress a rebellion brewing a decade after the Human-Covenant war had began. Super wet weather, the humidity was awful and there were days where it would rain nonstop.

Kind of like this section of the world, except it wasn't hot enough to melt skin off. Instead, a steady chill crept through the air. It wasn't felt by Spartans thanks to their conditioning unit inside the MJOLNIR armor that provided a stable body temperature. None of the Spartans had yet to shiver or break out in a sweat.

Sensors inside the armor would adjust to the user, activating heating panels, opening external vents or providing conditioned air. Bowman wondered if the other three Spartans took it for granted, since they had spent more considerable time of their careers in the powered suits. They'd been wearing them for years and knew just about everything what to do and what not.

By now the perimeter fence of the facility could be barely seen through the thick sheets of rain. A few buildings lay beyond as the road winded down towards the checkpoint at the bottom of the slope. Their motion trackers picked up a single phantom dropship scanning the area.

The Spartans crouched down, keeping their eyes on the hovering craft as it passed overhead, unaware of the four presences below.

One by one, they climbed down the slope and awaited the next person. Water flow had now streamed off, slowly making a miniature river that would fall towards the bottommost area to begin pooling. Judging by the state of the slopes here, Bowman thought that mudslides could be a common event. The ground they stayed on was stable enough and it would have already given in when a weakened area had more than two tons of Spartan already on top of it.

"Take a knee Spartans."

They did and ran a quick check over their gear.

"Eon, Tyrant here. I've got a signal from Diamond. Patching them through."

"You got it sir." He waved to the other three, "I'll handle this."

A few moments later a woman's voice came over the comlink.

"This is Agent Meredith Adrian, leader of Diamond." Her voice was heavy with breathing, either from an adrenaline moment or the biting cold.

"Agent Adrian this is Spartan Jake Bowman. We're at the checkpoint of the compound."

"You're a Spartan?"

"That's affirmative. Me and my men of Eon are here to get you out."

There was a pause before she had returned to the line, "My late brother had served alongside the Master Chief many years. He always held you in high regard."

"We'll try to keep living up to that reputation." Bowman found his mouth curling into a faint smile at their package's respect. "What is the status of your team?"

"I'm all that's left. Ammo is low and the brutes are close."

"We're en route. ETA five minutes."

"I'll leave the light on for ya."

* * *

><p><strong>Any faithful reader knows that this is not the first time I've depicted Agent Adrian. <strong>

**Thanks for reading and reviewing. You give my writing purpose.**
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As soon as they finished contact with their package, the mission had started to go downhill.

Austal was on point and he noticed an unmistakable but brief static on his HUD. For a mere second, his displays were obscured. "We're getting some patchy interference."

"Me too." Pine added.

"What's the problem Tyrant?"

"We're receiving it on your Spartan tag transmitters as well. Unknown Eon. We'll see if we can clean it up on our end."

"Roger that."

"Could be the terrain." Pine suggested.

"Or a trap." Austal added.

Fowler rolled his eyes, "Don't say that, you'll jinx it."

The main entrance's security wall was locked down by two heavy shade turrets and a hunter pair. They faced the larger building and kept their guns trained straight towards it. Whoever commanded them must've set them to guard the back door in case any human prey tried to escape. No way were they getting through without going loud.

"We'll head to the right of the compound. Cut a way through the fence."

Eon steadily moved around the facility. They could see an open courtyard with a half melted statue in the center. Water gushed from a basin outwards and spewed from the statue. In the background there was a small parking garage area and beyond lay a single black five story building. The gloomy weather reminded them of Cyrus Seven.

They used a set of inhibitors on a predetermined section of the metal fence to divert any active electrical current and then snipped away at the mesh with a pair of cutters. The process took little time and any noise made by jostling would not be heard over the sound of the pounding rain.

Gunfire suddenly erupted from the other end of the compound. The sounds instantly alerted all four Spartans even further when they heard brute war cries and saw a red shaded spectre vehicle head in the direction of the facility.

The Covenant had found Agent Adrian.

Bowman activated the link despite the risk of open comms, "Agent Adrian, what's your status?"

"Engaging and falling back!" She shouted. Eon heard the sound of a battle rifle combined with plasma shots, "I have multiple hostiles following!"

"We're on the way." Bowman gestured to the three others, "Double time!"

Quickly moving through the fence, Eon stayed out of sight as they saw yet another group of Covenant troops head towards the skirmish. Pine stayed slightly behind while the other three moved up to a wall overlooking the primary building.

Austal tossed the moth drone up, controlling it with a smaller handheld datapad in one hand as he moved with the team. The tiny drone fluttered into the sky and was out of sight. Its dull color scheme would make it nearly invisible from above, blending perfectly with the grayish sky.

Immediately he saw at least a dozen hostiles, nearly half of them brutes laying siege to the primary building's entrance. They were accompanied by a multitude of jackals and grunts.

Up on the third floor, he saw a figure lean out from the side and shoot back at the Covenant attackers. The bullets splattered uselessly against a jackal's shield causing it to hiss in a mocking manner.

Adrian leaned out again this time snapping off a single shot that caught the same jackal in its hand. The wound pumped blood and it had let its shield down just long enough for her to fire three bullets that easily bypassed its armored helmet. As soon as the brutes saw their comrade go down, they instantly shifted fire to her position, peppering it with spikes, plasma bolts and a couple brute shot grenades.

If Eon didn't take the pressure off, she'd be dead and they couldn't get a completion with a dead package.

"Agent Adrian, we have a visual on the skirmish." Bowman reported, "We're approaching from the east."

"Roger that."

He sent a green light to the three other Spartans who all winked in acknowledgement. Immediately, Austal set the drone into standby, relaying the hostile positions on the HUD. He and Fowler crept up, still in camo. They kept their eyes on their predetermined target.

At least for now, the brutes had no idea of their appearance. Fowler moved behind one of the brutes, more towards the left with Austal. Bowman began spotting for Pine, who already trained his weapon on the attackers on the right.

"Hostile Spectre incoming." No sooner had Fowler said the words, the gate on the courtyard's left opened and the red repulsor vehicle came hurtling around, its plasma turret adding to the barrage headed to Ms. Adrian's floor.

"Change of plan." Ross took his eyes away from his thermal optic and shifted his aim straight for the brute manning the plasma turret.

Austal's green light blinked and at the same time, he and Fowler leapt out of their cover to shoulder barge one of the brutes attacking with the brute shot. They had decided to go after the biggest threat. Their efforts managed to topple him over, giving the two Spartans plenty of time to put at least twenty rounds past the overloaded shields straight into the chest. Fowler had already turned away, but Austal saw it continuing to move, albeit slower and put it down for good with a smash of his rifle's butt. "He's history."

Bowman saw Pine jerk from the sniper's recoil, the ghostly trail leading straight to the Spectre's turret. The operator lay just behind the vehicle, half his head torn off by the shot.

Now the brutes were questioning who their new foe was and some of them took their guns away from Adrian's position. A captain bellowed orders in his native tongue at the others, who were still questioning the death of their fallen brother.

Fowler struck out at the captain, delivering a punch that merely made the enormous creature flinch. The brute snarled, swinging a hammering arm down, but he quickly ducked the blow and used his gun to amplify his next melee attack. This time, the power armor buckled and collapsed, leaving the fur underneath exposed. Tribal tattoos adorned its chest along with a couple of metal piercings.

He emptied his clip into the captain as it growled at him. The bullets seemed to lazily penetrate its thick hide and it showed no signs of pain whatsoever. Lunging faster than lightning, it smashed its thick skull straight into his midsection, the blow powerful enough to send him flying back. He hit a nearby concrete barrier causing blunt pain to flare straight up his back.

He fumbled for his sidearm, at least hoping to put a round into the ugly bastard's head as the brute reared its arms back in its stereotypical berserk stage.

It flinched as a battle rifle burst halted it from moving and then a second one, this time from another angle slowed its movements before it toppled to the ground.

Pine's sniper bullet whizzed overhead, taking out the final brute. Fowler hadn't realized that the remainder of his team had been eliminating the Covenant.

"Clear!"

"Clear!" Bowman reported. "Agent Adrian, are you alright?"

"Yes," She replied breathlessly, "I'm o-" The team heard a whistling sound and saw a brief green flash atop a building, followed by a sparkling buildup. That looked a lot like…

"Fuel Rod!" Austal yelled.

The canister of green explosives, standard issue for the T-33 LAAW smashed into the unmanned Spectre, blowing it apart in a split second. Austal saw another rod fired skyward and exploded in midair. A second later, his HUD lit up with a warning that his moth drone had lost connection with his suit. "Shit! I lost the moth!"

He and Bowman trained their weapons atop where they presumed the shots had come from. It was a rooftop that joined the facility's primary entrance and it was empty.

"I lost contact."

"No Thermal sig detected." Pine added.

"Agent Adrian do you read?" No response. "Agent Adrian?"

The comms remained silent, "Shit." Bowman cursed, "Tyrant this is Eon Lead. We've lost contact with our package."

The rest of Eon regrouped by the destroyed spectre, they all kept their guns trained on the surrounding buildings in case their fuel rod gun toting friend showed up again.

"Eon, let's get inside." Bowman ordered, "Up to the third floor."

They entered the atrium of the building, where the front desk must've weighed at least a thousand pounds and it was shoved down as a makeshift barricade. There were no bodies behind it but there were dried stains of red blood, most likely shed by whoever else was defending this place. It must've looked like a fairly lavish administrative area given the expensive marble and destroyed fountain. The CNRD logo, the capital letters behind a blue diamond tipped with black, dark blue, green and white had been disfigured by a couple of spikes lodged in the center. Must've been a brute makeshift dartboard.

The elevator didn't work, so they instead took an emergency staircase to their right and ascended it to head roughly to Adrian's position before they had lost contact with her.

Austal took out his datapad, replaying the drone footage from earlier. Despite it being lost, the camera automatically saved his recordings every five seconds and he was easily able to pick it back up, rewinding the recording from the last transmission.

His eyes found her within seconds of the firefight. Third floor, about thirty feet to the left of the main entrance above the centerline of the giant U shaped building.

The entire windowpanes were long, extending nearly ten feet between columns and the shards indicated that it was polarized, most likely to deter prying eyes. Bowman spotted a small pile of spent ammunition, M634s, a special armor piercing round designed specifically for the BR series made by Misriah.

"Eon Lead confirms. VIP is absent."

The Spartans encountered more interference, this time stronger and it lasted for three seconds, distorting their displays viewed inside their helmet.

"Shit." Austal cursed, "There is something not right."

"No shit kid." Fowler shot back.

"Lock it down Spartans." Bowman reprimanded. "We're going to search the area."

Eon got up and slowly moved deeper into the building.

"Hey look." Fowler whispered.

The team had been moving inside for ten minutes when Eon Two had called for the halt. He knelt down to a dark object and pointed to three more nearby. "CN Agents?"

Pine rolled one of the bodies over; the man had died from his wounds hours ago and suffered a nasty death. Slivers of the pink needler rounds had penetrated his breastplates and detonated inside, the shards being blocked from exiting upon explosion and further damaging tissue.

"Looks like it." Bowman said, taking out a small thumb sized GPS marker. "We'll let their men know where they are to be put to rest."

"I hope we didn't come all this way to have Adrian in a similar fate." Austal darkly added.

"Dead or alive, we're going to walk her out."

* * *

><p>They left through a maintenance wing, flipping on their VISRs for enhanced vision inside the darkened area. The air hung thick with tension as all four of them were ready for potential attackers to lash right out of their shadowy corners. They rounded new areas in a professional manner, always aiming down their weapon's sight, prepared in a hair to fire.<p>

More interference showed up, lasting much longer. All Spartans cursed, seeing their entire displays fuzz out into indescribable lines. The one good thing they had from it was that their energy shields and conditioning firmware were unaffected, as were their active camo modules integrated into their suits power supply.

"Ah hell." The HUD finally returned after forty seconds of static and there were bold letters displayed in the top left corner. VISRs shorted out in the static, falling completely out of control. The rest of them didn't need to inspect his helmet to know what was going on. The same problem was making its presence known all around.

SPARTAN-IV HUD SYSTEM FIRMWARE HACKED

"Tyrant, what is the issue?"

The Spartan commander replied just a minute later, "We just ran a security diagnostic over all of the unit's firmware. There is no indication of breached security, but we are still getting interference that's tampering with the VISRs."

"Any luck on zeroing our VIP's location?" He asked. With Austal's drone out of the equation, their aerial recon of terrain and opposition would be severely limited. At the same time, Eon had exited the building through a side entrance and now cautiously approaching an intersection that began the small city area. All was clear for now.

However the sign of brute presence was very evident. Crates of plasma munitions and weapons were clustered together at spots. There were also charred remains of UNSC and Covenant vehicles plus bodies. The battle had taken place in the Sierno limits and judging by the enemy presence here, it was clear who the victor of the battle was. No smoke trailed off into the sky and the lack of distant gunfire or even brute howls was eerie.

"Eon, we have a fix on the VIP. She's been moved to the city hall by a group of hostile humans just a block south of your position. These guys are impeding our primary objective so you have a green light to engage. My guess is that whoever's holding her is going to ask some questions and then smoke her."

"We've got the waypoint."

"What's your ETA?" Tyrant asked.

Bowman's eyes narrowed, "Before they smoke her."

* * *

><p><strong>Damn right. Eon's on their way to rescue their new ally, but their hardware's getting messed with. What could it be?<strong>

**Thanks for reading and reviewing. You give my writing purpose.**
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Sierno's city hall looked just like all other governmental buildings with an older column Georgian architecture that was prominent in the southern United States during the 1800s.

With an entire war being fought around the area, the building had taken the brunt of terrifying banshee airstrikes. The roof had been caved in and the spire at the top was lying on its side, looking as if a slight movement could bring it crashing down at any moment. Blackened ashes were on the side of every building, suggesting that fires had raged out of control. The rain had come along to put the blazes out, but the damage to all the structures it hit was irreplaceable. Expensive architecture costing nearly a billion was ruined forever.

Eon saw no hostiles in the entire area, save for their objective marker in the city hall.

"My HUD's getting worse." Austal whispered.

Pine put his left hand up to the visor of his Deadeye helmet "Mine too."

"Eyes up gentlemen." Bowman straightened, "We need to focus on rescuing Adrian."

Eon had moved inside a hotel to get a good visual on their approach of the city hall. They knew that every second wasted at details like their planned approach could mean that Adrian would have to suffer from her captors, but the survey had been done in ten seconds, with a plan to get inside formed in half that time.

On the way down, Austal took a look at his motion tracker noticing two sudden blips in his corner. The signature they gave off was about his size…humans.

"I got contacts."

He stacked up at the edge, careful not to present himself and quickly rounded the corner, leaning out from the wall to minimize his exposure to close range gunfire. If they had a shotgun, his day was over.

Nothing. The hallway was empty.

"The hell?" His motion tracker indicated that he had two contacts literally five feet in front of him.

"Austal, what's going on?" Pine asked.

"There's two contacts right in front of me, but the hallway's empty."

"You're sure?"

"I'm looking there right now dumbass. Regardless," He leaned back and looked over his shoulder, "Hallway's clear. Bowman, we got our approach planned?"

"Affirmative. Straight up the center."

They slowly began to egress through the courtyard to the entrance of the city hall. The coldness began to be felt in their bodies. It was all the horrible stories of death and fighting that occurred there rather than the weather that made the four shiver.

The HUD scrambled again.

"SON OF A BITCH!" Fowler made a growl of pain and kneeled over, "This shit is getting on my last nerve!"

"Tyrant, mission is in danger of being compromised!" Bowman snapped as Pine and Austal helped Fowler up. "We need our VISR hardwiring to be functioning properly or we may not be able to continue on mission."

"Eon, we're going to bring down the system until we can get it fixed or operating smooth. I have no timetable when we'll be able to bring it back online. Tyrant out."

Bowman let out a groan of frustration. Without the HUD, they would have to rely more on one another for support. No longer would they have motion trackers, shield and ammo indicators and identifiers on who was friend and foe. Now they had to simply trust one another and their own ability to make it out alive. This was now on his top ten list of most challenging ops ever done.

A second later, the entire digital displays winked out. It was like being hit by an EMP grenade.

A sharp cry of pain interrupted their wordless griping, coming straight from their left. There were a flurry of other voices too but the female voice was unmistakable.

Adrian.

The entire left wing of the city hall looked as if a tornado had ripped straight through. Papers were covering the floor with desks, paintings, chairs and other décor items knocked askew. What struck Bowman as odd was that no guards were posted outside and if his HUD was being screwed with, there was no way electronics could be used with such frequent shit happening to be reliable enough. Something didn't quite add up.

"What the hell do you think you're going to get if I keep suffering like this?" Adrian angrily stated in between her heavy breathing. "I've already told you for the sixth time that I am not giving up its location!"

"Listen love," A male voice calmly said, "It's nothing personal. Just what my boss wants."

"Even if I told you the location, there's no way you'll get it. The Brutes won't hesitate to chop you down at the slightest opportunity."

Another voice laughed, "Those dimwitted furballs are the least of our worries. There are far more dangerous people out there."

"We certainly can test that." A third male voice said.

The Spartans had triangulated her location in an office just by the atrium. All the windows had thick tape over them, blocking a good visual on the other end so the Spartans instead relied on their hearing to estimate their enemies' location. The area had two doors that were along the farther edges of the room.

The conversation had carried on for a couple of minutes and by that time; Bowman had deduced that there had to be six hostiles inside. They had to act fast especially when they heard the sound of a lighter being lit and something catching aflame.

"What happens when we put fire with a pretty little face like yours? Still don't want to give up its location?"

"We'll go through both doors." Bowman gave the signal before taking off with Austal.

In less than five seconds, the Spartans had gotten into position and they all flashed green lights to show they were prepped. Weapons were ready and despite their HUD being down, all of them knew what they were up against.

At the same time, Bowman and Pine kicked down the doors with a thunderous crash. In a split second, all four Spartans surveyed the room and already identified five hostiles.

Two of them had their pistols halfway out of their holsters when Austal and Fowler drilled them with a stream of automatic fire. Pine had drawn his own pistol and put a bullet through a third. All three collapsed in a heartbeat.

Bowman snapped a three round burst into another before swinging to his left, rifle stock outstretched. The fifth hostile flew back as the weapon collided with his face and he crashed into the corner unmoving.

Austal had already secured Adrian and shoved her inside the chair to the floor. His pistol was aimed squarely at the desk.

The sixth and final hostile rose up, an M90 shotgun in hand. Once he did, he went straight into the iron sights of the young Spartan's pistol. It coughed once and he toppled over with a neat bloody hole in his upper chest, dropping the shotgun.

"Agent Adrian." Bowman leaned down with his knife and he sliced through the tough ropes binding her to the chair. By one of the human interrogators, there was a long torture stick that had an orange glowing ember at its end.

"My Spartan friends." She gave a cute smile, "You came just in time."

The lead of Eon judged her to be in her mid-thirties, perhaps just about his age too. She was roughly six feet with light brown hair that ran just beneath her shoulders. She stared back at the Spartans with equal intensity from a pair of sapphire eyes. Her figure was slim and curvy. The men there had guessed that she could've been featured on the cover of a model sports magazine when she was a decade younger. Still, her frame had changed little since.

"Tyrant, this is Eon Lead." Bowman had no idea if the comms would still be offline, "VIP has been located and secure. Moving to designated extrac point."

Adrian snagged one of the assault rifles and picked through the nearby corpse for a few magazines of ammo.

They moved out, Bowman and Fowler on point with Austal and Adrian bringing up the rear.

"We can't leave." Adrian breathed. "Not yet at least."

"Agent Adrian, I know you're tired." Bowman said, "However, we're here to get you out. Whatever fighting is needed, me and my team will take care of."

"You don't understand do you?"

The last thing Bowman needed as a protesting VIP. He held a particular hatred for VIP escorts because they just wouldn't comply with his orders. He specified ones that protested more than an ardent follower of the Hollow Societea could make his job a hell of a lot harder that what it needed to be. When it came to it, the team wasn't just responsible for their VIP's safety, but also their comfort and well-being.

Adrian didn't look like she was one to be intimidated by a Spartan. A matter of fact, she held a deep respect for them. There was no way he could get her to back down.

"I'm afraid not." Bowman said as they crossed out of the city hall. "You'll have to explain it to me."

"Can we find a better place to do it?" She asked.

"Yeah." He waved over Pine and Fowler, "Clear that shop over there." He pointed to a small convenience store across the street, "Agent Adrian has to explain something to me."

After a few minutes, Fowler flashed a green light and they covered Bowman, Adrian and Austal's movement into the shelter. The rain had finally settled to a drizzle, but the city sewer systems had long overflowed, creating miniature rivers and four inch deep puddles everywhere. Walking on the wet surface was a noisy affair.

The Spartans crouched down at the entrance and did a check on their gear. Of course there was nothing that could be done with their HUDs, but their weapons and armor conditioning were in solid shape.

"Something tells me that there is more to this rescue then what meets the eye." Jacob began, "Now that my team is here, you're free to explain."

Adrian took a deep breath and shared a gaze with each Spartan, "Okay, Diamond and I were dispatched to the facility RAINDROP under orders from the Department's vice director board to retrieve a priority one package. Upon our approach we encountered the brutes and were subsequently separated. My team held them off temporarily while we made it inside the facility."

"Were those warthogs on the road yours, abandoned after the encounter?" Fowler asked.

"Yes. We proceeded on foot from then into the facility. That's where I lost contact with my team."

"We encountered multiple casualties inside the facility close to your location." Bowman bowed his head, "Their identification matches CNRD personnel and they might be Diamond."

Adrian looked outside, "Listen Captain. I appreciate the timely rescue, but I have my mission. I have to go back there to retrieve project Gaia otherwise it could be disastrous if the brutes get their hands on it first."

"What the hell is project Gaia?"

"Some very classified information that could seriously halt humanity's rebuilding efforts if it falls into the wrong hands." She paused, "Captain, you want to know why you and every other man and woman has been fighting on Providence for? They're fighting for this."

Austal spoke up, "I say we go with her." When they all turned to him, he elaborated further, "Our mission is to bring her back and going to the facility with all those brutes is complete suicide alone."

"I agree." Pine added.

"Looks like we're three to two." Bowman put his head in a free hand. He needed some sleep.

"Make that four to one."

"Fine."

* * *

><p><strong>Eon is going back into enemy territory to retrieve a MacGuffin project that could be why the brutes are attacking in the first place!<strong>

**Thanks for reading and reviewing. You give my writing purpose.**
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Meredith Adrian took point, leading the Spartans in an eerie silence back towards the Department facility. The rain had now subsided falling, but moving under the trees kept them susceptible to drops that fell from overhanging branches.

Roads from Pine and Austal's scouting had proved that the brutes were making a major advancement inside the facility. Outside, they heard the droning of phantom dropships overhead plus a brute growl.

"Whatever we're doing here," Bowman noted, "We better be quick about it."

"We should be in and out once I get ahold of the project." Adrian replied, "I won't take long."

Adrian led them to a rear entrance and began to enter when suddenly; Bowman put his hand in front, stalling her advance.

"Stay behind Fowler."

"Yes sir." She replied challengingly.

She moved over to a maintenance section directly behind the front administration desk and shifted a large drawer out of the way. There was no paying heed to a coffee machine plus baskets, who fell to the floor with a dull thud upon being moved.

Behind the drawer, Adrian produced a razor and ran her hand along the side. Her eyes lit up and she jammed the blade inside. Rather than make a solid thunk and be partially buried, it punched straight through the thin wallpaper.

The Spartans left her to work and moved out to establish a small perimeter surrounding the agent. They kept their weapons trained on various points where enemies had the potential to appear. In addition, they also kept eyesight on at least one another, relying on subtle hand signals and body gestures.

She worked it along the cracks, eventually carving out a four foot space to tear off. Beneath it was a seal, which was pried off by the blade as well. The seal was a self-adhesive that could be repainted on the seam as to prevent water from leaking in. Considering the amount of rainfall this place had got, a flash flood could spell disaster for whatever the CNRD had locked up.

Next was a metal door that was easily removed and set down on the ground. Adrian twisted a dial for a combo lock and it clicked, causing a small cylindrical object to emerge.

"Retinal scanner." She explained before putting her left eye to the end. A second later, a ten foot incision was made in a rectangular door shape that sliced away the remaining wallpaper.

Lights snapped on in a downward metal staircase that leveled out at about fifteen feet underneath. Bowman guessed that this passage ran underground and where the CNRD's more sensitive stuff was put.

Adrian ushered the Spartans downstairs before shutting the door herself. They heard a couple of locks sliding home followed by a loud hiss.

"How are we going to get out?" Fowler asked.

"Same way we came in."

The corridor before them opened up, being lit by dim blue lights that gave the place a ghostly haunted feeling. On each side of the wall were large metal doors that stretched four on either side. Beyond that was a split corridor that must've housed even more.

"What is this place?"

"One of the Department's vaults for keeping sensitive and classified information." Adrian responded, looking at the bright blue holographic numbers to the top right of each door. "It contains everything. Databanks, research, every employee dossier…"

"What's the significance?" Bowman asked, "All this security and hidden measures rivals what the Naval Intelligence spooks use."

"We're responsible for the well-being of every colony that is in the Unified Earth Government and to an extent…some of those that are involved with insurrections. Project Gaia is one of those projects we've tried to keep from prying eyes because we don't want to raise any assumptions."

They had stopped at a vault labeled 15. Adrian removed one of her gloves and pressed her hand onto the scanner pad. It blinked green and they heard the bolts unlock.

Adrian fastened the glove back on her hand and swung the heavy door open. The chamber inside was about four feet long and wide enough to fit the two Spartans side by side.

Resting on the pedestal in the center was a metal box the size of a briefcase. Adrian thumbed a small numberpad and clicked the straps open. The Spartans noticed that it had a watertight seal when it was shut. Atop the case's open side were four letters in black font: GAIA.

"Password is extremely sensitive." Adrian explained, turning the case around for them to see. Inside were three elongated metal strips covered by black plastic and ending in sockets. It took them a second to realize they were ordinary computer drives. "I was given it by our mission commander himself. Nobody, not even our director boards know what it is."

"Which means?" Fowler asked, extending a hand halfway for her to continue.

"Which means that I am the only one that can open this case." Adrian closed it and engaged the seal once more. The case hissed and they heard a metal lock slide into place. "These cases are nearly indestructible. There are few ways to get inside one of these cases without destroying or seriously damaging the cargo."

"Austal, you're up carrying the case."

"No." Meredith firmly shot back, "This is my mission and I don't trust anyone else to handle it."

"Agent, I completely understand the value of that case."

"I don't think you do Captain." Pine noticed her stance starting to become aggressive, "You have no idea what the hell I've been through to get to this point."

"And you know what we have?"

"To start, I haven't slept in thirty-six hours."

Bowman scoffed, "You know me and my team have run the last seventy two with just three of them sleeping?"

"Stop." Austal firmly said, thrusting a hand in front of them. Bowman, Adrian and even Fowler were deftly surprised at his sudden sternness. "Can Agent Adrian and I get a minute alone?"

"Why, you going to frisk her?" Fowler sneered. Bowman, knowing what he had in mind tapped his shoulder and they both exited the vault. Pine kept an eye on the corridor at the end, sniper rifle raised and alert.

Austal made sure they were out of earshot before he reached up and pulled off his angular Scout helmet. He took a deep breath and exhaled it out, eyes closed as if meditating.

Adrian's expression went to a bit of shock; she hadn't expected Austal to be _that_ young.

"How old are you?" Curiosity got the better of her.

"Twenty-two." That was nearly two thirds her own age and yet this Spartan could've passed for a model representing a hip line of men's clothing. "Listen Agent Adrian, Eon is under attack. Not literally us, but someone is targeting something very valuable to all of us. Completing our mission is the best thing we can do as a Spartan to get over these little incidents that have been plaguing our personal lives. I'll take that case and you have my word that I'll hand it back to you in the same condition I took it in."

He reached over. When she pulled it out of his outstretched arm, he cocked a quizzical look, "Don't trust me? How about an indirect thing from Bowman, one squad leader to another."

"I've lost so much." Adrian looked defeated.

"Let's try to stop the loss of anything more." Austal accepted the case and placed it on a magnetic secure on the back of his waist armor. "If it makes you feel better, we'll be heading back to the final UNSC base by New Addie. Just think of hot food and warm sleeping bags."

"You sure know how to woo a lady." Adrian smiled thinly. It was the first time he had seen her do so.

He was surprised by the comment, but chose to ignore it. "C'mon, let's get out of here."

* * *

><p>"What the hell took you so long?" Fowler grumbled as Austal and Adrian finally exited the vault area.<p>

"Our package was a little shaken by the events. They've been taking a toll on her health."

"Good to hear." Bowman put a hand on Adrian's shoulder, "You going to be okay?"

"Yes." It was as if she hadn't changed her rigidness after the brief confrontation with the Captain. "Now what's the plan?"

"I managed to get a brief moment with Tyrant. The CNRD has sent an evac bird that's going to rendezvous with us at a square about a klick away from here. From there, we'll be heading to the Lumbar Mountains for evac."

"Good enough for me."

Pine and Fowler had just reached the main entrance when suddenly the former held up a fist. On instinct, the Spartans all froze in their tracks.

"Hey." He whispered, "Does something feel a little off to you?"

"What the?" Fowler's next curse was halfway out of his mouth when he realized the danger, "AMBUSH!"

All of a sudden, from four unknown points of origin, bullets began flying all over the place. Fowler and Pine had found cover behind the main walls while Bowman and Adrian rushed behind the administration desk. Austal shifted to their left, trying to see where their attackers were shooting from.

"Shit! We're right in the kill zone!"

Fowler broke cover and dove to the ground, just as a rocket hit the wall he was hiding behind. It exploded into fragments and flew everywhere.

"Where the hell are they shooting from?"

It was clear that the Spartans had the disadvantage. Their lack of HUD was just one thing that made finding their hidden adversaries so much harder.

Through the bleak area, Pine managed to barely scope out a white figure outlined in the distance. Quickly centering the scope onto center mass, he pulled the trigger. The figure vanished in a spray of inner body fluids and collapsed.

"Move from cover to cover and work your way out!" Bowman shouted.

"Got one!" Fowler's rifle had smoke trailing out of it.

Bowman saw movement ahead and snapped off a burst from his own weapon. The figure collapsed and had slowing movements.

By now, the initial shock of the ambush had worn out, the battle now falling in Eon's favor. Austal popped one with his pistol, the hostile's weapon; the familiar twin tubed M41 rocket launcher clattered to the street.

Bowman vaulted cover and dove straight for the power weapon, scooping up the handle. He rolled to a kneeling position and sighted the final firing hostile. By feeling the weapon's surprisingly light weight, he still knew that there was at least one rocket inside.

Squeezing the trigger, the weapon hissed, spitting out the missile and accelerating up to the building roof with unbelievable force.

The explosion must've echoed through the entire town and the fireball was hot enough for the Spartans to feel underneath their armor. The gunman had simply vanished in the fireball.

"Clear!"

"Form up on our wounded."

The Spartans and Adrian crowded around the single wounded hostile. He was moaning and had his hands placed on his hip, right where two of Bowman's battle rifle shots had went through. He was dressed in a dull gray rainjacket and had standard cargo pants that were brown in color. The dull shades and with the mist concealing them, they had a clear sight of Eon, but they remained so well hidden that it took a while for the Spartans to deduce their actual positions. All that thanks to the lack of their HUD.

"There's still a bullet in his hip." Pine said as he examined the wound.

The Spartans stood there for a few seconds but the next thing that happened would've blown all of their minds. Adrian stepped in and coldly put two more shots straight in the man's forehead.

"The hell?" Bowman angrily turned around for an explanation.

"That man is part of a mercenary gang, led by none other than Ivey." Adrian calmly explained, "He is affiliated with terrorist Zachary Gustafson and has been on the wanted list of the CNRD for years."

"So why did you kill him?"

"There's no point in interrogating him as he wouldn't talk anyway."

"We would've made the prick talk." Fowler said from behind them, popping his knuckles, "Me and my little brother here have a few tricks we've been itching to experiment with."

"Either way, Ivey knows what we're up to."

Pine spoke up, "Agent Adrian, what exactly is Ivey after?"

She pointed to the case on Austal's armor. "That. Project GAIA."

Eon and Adrian had reached the designated LZ in ten minutes. It sat at the dockside of a large river alongside a road and several building foundations. The rain had made its presence known again by a light drizzle that felt surprisingly refreshing.

"Fireteam Eon, this is Striker. I'm en route to the LZ, but I can't hang around for long. ETA is ninety seconds."

"Understood."

"I hope the pilot can see us through all this mist." Fowler said. "The fact that we couldn't see those bastards is scary shit."

"Don't get distracted by our lack of instruments." Bowman snapped, "We've survived without our gear before and we can do it now. Let's make sure he can." He reached into a pouch on his belt and removed a flare. He struck it and tossed it in the street center.

Eventually the team heard the rumbling of rotors and saw an airframe of a UH-144 Falcon emerge from above the rooftops. Painted in the white and green colors of the CNRD, it did a full circle of the area before making its way back down.

Immediately, Fowler and Austal began to escort Adrian towards the center of the road.

In most cases, extraction was a huge relief that the mission was finally over, but Bowman had many experiences where getting onboard an aircraft to leave could be just the beginning of the real fight. He paid attention to subtle signs of danger and something was screaming at him that shit was about to go haywire.

His instincts proved right.

All the time, the Covenant were so pressed to get their hands on project Gaia, three data disks inside a waterproof case on Austal's ass. The fact that they hadn't shown up at all during their retrieval of GAIA was odd. While the rest of Eon dismissed it as regrouping, Bowman was practically screaming TRAP!

Fowler saw it too, four big orbs of plasma grenades all in flight directly for them.

"Get down!" Without warning, he pushed Austal and Adrian to the ground.

The plasma launcher grenades stuck themselves on the side of the tiltrotor aircraft and subsequently detonated a split second later. Eon was showered with the heat from the explosion and pelted by debris flying everywhere.

The falcon was now a charred piece of scrap and the pilot was nowhere to be seen.

A screech came from atop one of the buildings as nearly half a dozen jackal sharpshooters took position. On the ground level, they saw twice as many grunts, jackals that had popped on their blue energy shields and snarling brutes.

"Eon, get into defensive positions. Formation Foxtrot!" Bowman shouted. Already the bullets and plasma began to fly as the Covenant steadily advanced on their position. "Protect Adrian!"

If Austal had to give Adrian any credit, which he had already done, she didn't need no big Spartans protecting her, although the five of them were already having a hard time holding off the Covenant onslaught.

Pine tossed his last frag grenade into a group of jackals and then retrieved his sniper rifle, putting down a brute captain in the process, "Target down!"

"We got hunters!" Adrian shouted.

The lumbering spike backed pair walked right up to the edge of their cover and launched an onslaught of explosive bolts right at their position. Eon reflexively ducked back as they felt bits of debris and concrete pelt their arms and back.

Pine was capping every jackal sniper and happily called out that they were all down. Now the team could concentrate on the ground troops without fear of getting zapped by a carbine.

A brute rounded Austal's position, causing him to break fire from another and whack him in the chest. The apelike creature snarled and primed a spike grenade.

Just as he was about to throw it, Adrian threw herself at the arm as if she was a linebacker going for a football. Her motion caused the grenade to sail right over Austal's head, missing him by half a foot. It stuck in a pillar and detonated harmlessly, shattering the stone.

A new rumbling sound caught the young Spartan's attention and he looked over, knowing what it was. "We got armor inbound!"

Bowman pivoted the rocket launcher and squeezed off his last shot. The rocket slammed into the wraith's chassis and to his dismay, merely killed the single grunt manning the secondary turret. Sparks began to fly out of a crack, but the tank was pretty much still intact. Damn those improved armor wraiths…

"Shit I'm out of explosives!"

"Me too!" Fowler shouted.

"To the river now!"

"You gotta be kidding me."

With newfound vigor, Eon and Adrian turned and sprinted to the water's edge. In the process, Adrian felt a burning pain in her left thigh and saw a metal spike embedded inside. "I'm hit!"

"River!" Bowman repeated.

Fowler tossed his weapons to the floor, "This is COMPLETE FUCKING BULLSHIT!"

Both Adrian and the Spartans dove into the drink and vanished with a splash. The brutes looked over the side, weapons ready to see if they would surface. After a few moments, they turned back, having more prioritizing issues. The recovery of GAIA would be later, stated by their prophet.

On an adjacent rooftop, Ivey and two of his men casually had observed the firefight. He tapped his man on the shoulder and they quietly departed the city.

* * *

><p><strong>With the retrieval of project GAIA, the Spartans are out to the Lumbar Mountain Range, where there will be plenty more surprises!<strong>
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"It'll hold for now." Bowman flicked away the tweezers that held the blackened spike embedding itself into Adrian's thigh. "You need a minute to rest?"

"Nah, I'm good." Adrian hopped off the medical table and pulled her pant leg back down, leaning on it to make sure it wasn't going to be a hassle later on. She made a grimace from feeling the pain shooting up her leg, but it was bearable and it had escaped the Spartan's notice.

Upon their escape from Sierno, Eon and Adrian miraculously come across an abandoned warthog and mongoose from a downed pelican just outside the city. A quick check indicated that both vehicles were functional, although the M12's mounted chaingun had about a minute's worth of ammunition by sustained fire. They drove for hours on end until reaching New Addie and ditching the vehicles to get inside the city towards the Lumbar Mountain Range.

Adrian's wound had started to become a major bother and more than a mere annoyance. Thus Eon had located a medical clinic where Bowman had expertly applied biofoam and a dressing.

Night was beginning to fall over the deserted city once more, causing what streetlights that still functioned to activate and bathe the ground with an eerie yellow glow.

"It's getting dark outside." Pine stated, "We better get moving."

The other members agreed.

"Damn." Fowler said after a forty minute silence, "Think anybody got out?"

"Can't do anything for them now."

When Eon had entered the city, they immediately noticed all the dead. They had made it to the medical ward of an office building just at the city's suburban edge when they already came across two dozen bodies.

The UNSC had tried their hardest attempts when the Covenant assaulted New Addie to break through and initiate an evac. The brutes had organized overwhelming defensive positions guided by their Prophet of Clairvoyance to smash the UNSC armor sent to break their blockade. In essence, the civilians were trapped and any means to rescue anyone had failed.

With the city under their watch, the brutes then searched the entire metropolitan area for survivors. Honed by the hunting skills on their homeworld, the jiralhanae, unggoy and kig-yar prowled the streets at night, relishing in the terror of the civilians trapped inside the besieged area. The news was highly publicized when it was initially discovered on Waypoint network and known as the New Addie massacre. It was right now the top story, headlining the entire newscast.

The corpses varied in everything. Race, sex, age, body shape, the Covenant had no prejudice. The only thing that always remained the same was that they were hunted like animals.

The sight had gnawed away at the five of them as they traversed the city and it only got worse.

The newest victim they saw had set it off. An undeniable lusting rage of vengeance was building inside their hearts. Adrian saw subtle changes in the Spartans' body language upon examination, most notably with Fowler and Austal. Bowman lowered his head in respect and Pine's own expression was indifferent although she knew that he wasn't unaffected too.

The mangled pile of dried flesh had the small stubby limbs of a newborn infant, laid on its back and lacerated right open from the jaws of a bloodthirsty jackal. The mother was found nearby, a half dozen burns from a plasma weapon in her back as she tried to crawl and provide whatever protection possible.

Adrian had visibly blanched at the scene and knew that the Spartans were going to be moved too. Even the battle hardened warriors had nothing to say at first.

"Animals." Austal raised a fist.

Sensing what the younger Spartan was about to do, Bowman calmly put a hand on his wrist, essentially restraining him from hitting the wall. The dead had affected him too, but his posture told her that he wasn't letting it get the best of him. Revenge did the nasty honors of clouding judgment and dulling common sense. He needed everyone to focus, as it wasn't an area for mistakes.

"Austal. Revenge is best served cold."

Putting the grisly scene behind them, they continued on, heading to the east side to avoid direct confrontation with the brute occupiers. Their destination, the Lumbar Mountains loomed in the distance with the closest peak being their destination.

It wasn't an easy task to traverse through the entire city; there were hunting parties of various sizes constantly sweeping the area. Fortunately, the Spartans' heads-up-displays had now resumed their normal functions, the motion tracker kept them alert of any blips.

Once a patrol was headed their way, the Spartans and Adrian quickly found a place to hide, hunkering down in an alleyway, store or remarkably in plain sight. Even without their active camo in operation, Eon's jet black armor blended into the night shadows and were practically invisible.

Adrian was the wildcard. She had no sealed armor and instead applied a scentless deodorant they had found at a convenience store to mask the smell of her sweat. Even the faintest trace of an aroma or odor could be enough to catch the notice of the jiralhanae.

"The highway route up to the mountains is all clogged." Pine said, just emerging from the lobby. He had taken position atop a hotel to scope out the highway that ran right up to the closest peak at the Lumbar. "No way we'd be able to drive out of here."

"Not to mention using an engine's going to make a whole lot of noise." Fowler added, "We've seen phantoms and banshees in the sky like flies and I don't doubt that there's a Covenant ship up there too."

A loud screech suddenly came from outside, sending all five of them into high alert. Eon snatched up their weapons and was already scanning around. The cawing sound was easily distinguishable as a jackal.

Movement caught their eye as they witnessed the source of the screech sprint to the edge of the building across the street and it took a leap, easily crossing the gap and landing on the adjacent roof.

"Trouble?" Adrian asked.

"Covenant wouldn't get riled up for no reason." Fowler replied, "I bet they found another victim."

"Let's make sure they don't become a victim." Bowman unslung his rifle from the magnetic plate on his back, "Move out Eon."

* * *

><p>Eon followed the jackal sniper for ten minutes, egressing north towards the mountains and keeping a sizeable distance while maintaining a sight on their target. Austal on point with Adrian bringing up the rear. They kept their eyes upward, watching their target if it deviated from its course, but it remained constantly on the move with a surprising show of stamina. Even Spartans had a small degree of difficulty making bounds over the gaps of separate buildings some times. However, the kig-yar anatomy was accustomed to such rolling and leaping.<p>

The Spartans' motion trackers found multiple blips, four additional ones plus the one they had been following. Their location put them at the entrance of a grocery store in between a pair of apartment complexes. The jackals seemed quite interested in whatever lay inside.

"Something tells me they're not after the weekly special." Pine deadpanned.

"Agreed."

A piercing scream suddenly broke the silence, this time belonging to a human. The jackals responded with delighted squawks and suddenly fired inside the grocer with a volley of green bullets, all rounds from the ubiquitous Covenant carbine.

There was no mistaking the terror in the woman who made the scream.

"Weapons free!" Bowman shouted.

They couldn't see the other jackals or the woman inside, but the lone marksman atop the building was scoped in upon by Ross. He quickly centered the crosshairs on the sharpshooter's head and pulled the trigger.

With a muted cough, the sniper merely shook as the Spartan braced himself from the rifle's kick. His aim was dead-on; although he couldn't see it, the round had taken off the jackal's head.

"Moving inside." Bowman took Austal with him as Fowler, Pine and Adrian secured the entrance and kept watch for reinforcements. If any Covenant had keen ears, they'd flock to this location in a short amount of time.

The front automatic doors to the grocer had lost power and the glass had been shattered, allowing the duo to step through. They kept an eye on their motion trackers, noticing an unidentified contact that was abnormally large towards the back area of the store. The entire area was dark and containers of food were knocked askew, some of them torn open with their contents spilled across the floor.

"I see it too." Austal echoed Bowman's thoughts, "Too big to be a hunter…or two."

"Eyes sharp. Watch your fire, potential civvies in the vicinity." Bowman waved his hand being on point. Austal separated from him, moving to the next aisle. All clear.

The jackals made another raspy hissing sound and a gunshot came from one of the store departments. The Spartans easily triangulated its location.

Following their motion trackers, Austal was on point and saw two of the jackals plus the human they were gloating over. A closer observation made him realize that the closest person was a young boy, maybe seven years old. The avian Covenant soldier held a pink crystalline device in his hand, a needler version of a covie combat knife.

Bowman flashed him a green light, painting a jackal out of Austal's sightline on his HUD.

Careful not to make his presence known yet, the Spartan slid one of his Sting knives out of its sheath and deftly held the tool in his left hand. He absentmindedly twirled it around in between his fingers as if it were a toy. Bowman had one jackal right in the center of his battle rifle's crosshairs which meant that his position made it unable to engage the other three for a brief amount of time. Had there not been civilians where timing was critical, they could have a bit more insulation on how to eliminate the civilian's captors.

A trio of shots told him that Bowman's man was already dead. Austal exploded from his spot, easily jumping right over the store counter, already spotting the remaining three jackals. One of them had exceptionally quick reflexes and whirled around, eyes widening rather quickly seeing a freaky armored hulk airborne and headed straight towards it.

Austal wasted no time snapping his pistol out in both hands and aiming squarely at the jackal. His finger was an ounce away from squeezing the trigger when he noticed it.

A trio of children, all about seven years old, directly behind the jackal were staring at him, wide eyed with fear. He was there to rescue them, but it wasn't their fault to be afraid. The child in the center, a girl had buried her head into the arms of her two companions in a desperate huddle.

The jackal must have known it had the upper hand. Sure, Marcus was a lethal Spartan, but he wouldn't dare shoot an innocent, let alone one that was barely a decade old.

Unfortunately for it, the thought of being able to counter-attack never occurred, at least while it was alive. Austal lashed out, a lightning strike with the blade impacting directly on the Covenant soldier's chin. The stab jerked it and he pulled it out with a grunt, watching as it collapsed to the ground, blood already leaking from the sizable hole.

"Bowman watch your fire!" He hissed, "We got civvies back here!"

"How many?"

"Numerous." Austal heard a cackle of another jackal and quickly activated his camouflage. The two other assailants were looking for their deceased partner.

A loud crash interrupted his concentration and he rushed around the corner.

Bowman had jumped the counter similar to how Austal had crossed over, except he headed close enough to grab the jackal by its leg. His half-ton weight plus the vector he was falling at quickly overwhelmed the jackal's weaker bones and there was a sickening snapping sound as it was twisted at an unnatural angle. He delivered a hammering blow from his left arm to put the creature down.

A sizzling sound caused him to whirl around; the final jackal stared back defiantly with the ghostly blue glow of a plasma grenade in its hand. It looked bent on avenging its dead comrades.

"DOWN NOW!" Bowman had a split second to make his decision. He grabbed a nearby table and easily tilted it on its side. The thing must've weighed fifty pounds plus whatever half-eaten food was on top had fallen off onto the floor.

With a flick of his hands, he shoved it forward, throwing the object in a way most people didn't believe was possible. The jackal's hand slipped and the grenade touched the table, a high-pitched sound emitted from the center, indicating that it had now adhered to the surface.

Austal scooped up the three kids and shielded them with his body. Amazingly, they knew what was going to happen and he felt their grip tighten.

The grenade exploded in a white hot blaze. Marcus felt the heat wash over his back and his shield alarms were whining with the red blinking klaxon already telling him that the blast had completely dissipated his energy shields.

A pair of gunshots later, the final jackal collapsed in a pool of its own blood. Bowman holstered his pistol, smoke still curling off the barrel.

"All clear?" Austal set down the kids.

"Yeah. Final hostile neutralized." Bowman flashed a green light and got three in return.

Turning back he had finally gotten a chance to look at the kids. There wasn't just three of them.

All huddled at the back wall, in between tables and underneath hiding places had to be at least three dozen of them. Two adults were also nearby as well, looking over another kid who was completely transfixed with fear. The fact that they had survived the Covenant for this long gave the Spartans hope that many more could be rescued.

Both of the older adults were women and they tensed up with nervousness upon seeing the Spartans. The Captain saw their discomfort and casually took off his helmet. To his right, Austal was softly speaking to the trio of kids he had just saved and did likewise.

"Ma'am, I'm Captain Jacob Bowman, leader of Spartan Fireteam Eon. Surprised to find you all here."

The younger of the two women stepped forward, almost as if she was expecting him to attack her. "Captain, we're so grateful for your presence." Traces of tears began to form in her eyes, further adding to her disheveled look, "If you haven't come across us we would've been killed by those animals." She made a disgusted face towards the jackal corpses.

"Glad we could be of assistance, but why haven't you all evacuated during the initial order?"

"The Covenant specifically attacked all the evacuation transports as they rushed to flee the place. We were on a field trip when they had started the invasion and knew that our school had been overrun. Therefore we took shelter in this store."

"You do know that nighttime is the worst time to expect enemies?" Austal asked. "These brutes have surrounded the city and cut off all means of escape. They then send out search parties by nightfall and basically hunt any survivors left in the city."

"To be a little blunt," Bowman added, "We did not expect anyone to be in New Addie at all."

* * *

><p><strong>In the middle of the night in a city locked down by brute patrols. The problems keep coming and they don't seem like they're going to stop anytime soon. But if anyone can pull it off, it's Eon.<strong>

**Thanks for reading and reviewing. You give my writing purpose.**
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Austal's tears dripped on his armor and his mouth salivated at the sight before him. The secretions from his eyes were not from sadness however.

For thirty-six hours nonstop, the team had been fighting from Sierno to Adrian's CNRD base to here without any additional replenishment, save for bottles of water that had been miraculously spared from destruction. The respite was short-lived and the entire amount inside was practically two mouthfuls.

The two classes of kids plus their teachers were lucky to find a grocery store that had been sparsely raided in an attempt by civilians for survival supplies, but they still found weeks' worth of food still left. They had put it all together near the back storage areas along with the perishables in the meat lockers.

Marcus smiled, downing the rest of the water bottle that had been given to him by Katie, the younger of the teachers. If he had remembered, her cheeks had reddened when his hand curled around hers to accept the drink.

The water felt like first rain on a dry California day. The water was nonrecycled, having a nearly untraceable sweet flavor despite it unmodified. The fluid sluiced away at the unpleasant sticky coating lining his mouth. He was surprised that his dehydration didn't start a monster headache, which often occured before he was augmented.

Then came the food. Austal had never been happier to see a tray meal in his life. One of the kids, he recognized her to be the one he had shielded earlier led him to their food storage and he helped himself in two of such meal trays plus two fruit energy bars.

All of it was devoured in the span of ten minutes. A couple of children had been next to him, watching in awe. They had never seen someone ever eat a full meal in that short of a time span. He felt the energy from the food surge through him, recharging his body and clearing his mind from the hunger urges that growled in his stomach. Just the taste of the food from a civilian supermarket was enough to make his stomach long for more, as UNSC rations did not produce the same effect. Another thing the augmentations did to his body was to take the maximum possible nutrients out of food with minimal waste. It wasn't uncommon to see a Spartan having a five thousand calorie diet per day,

"Austal."

"Cap?"

"I need you at the storefront. We need to discuss our next move."

"On my way." Austal picked himself up and made his way over to the front.

Adrian and the rest of Eon had regrouped at the entrance with the older teacher. She introduced herself as Lizabeth and Bowman had to shut down a conversation Austal had initiated upon greeting.

"As much as I want to stay and help, we need to get going."

"Where are you heading?" Liz had asked.

"We're en route to the nearest UNSC stronghold in the Lumbar Mountain Range where we will await extraction and reinforcements to retake New Addie."

"What about us?"

"We're not going to leave you behind." Austal assured.

Bowman stepped in, "I'm not sure if we have a choice."

"What do you mean?"

"If you're all done bickering kids," Hades' voice drifted into their comms, "Tyrant, the Admiral and myself would like to chat."

"Give us five minutes and we'll be ready for further discussion." Bowman replied.

In three of those minutes, Eon was clustered around the side of the store bakery, sitting down beside one another. All food in that area was picked clean as if the entire store had packed up and departed. Surprisingly, there wasn't even a single crumb on the floor. Adrian had gone to stand guard by the clusters of children.

Bowman's tablet was positioned so that all four Spartans could have a view with the splitscreens in thirds, one of them had Tyrant, who had put a mug of coffee to his lips in an effort to stay awake at Reach's 0400 in the morning. The second had Hades, who now shaved his hair in a double Mohawk and he had his guitar, a wooden acoustic which drastically differed from his typical punk and rock designs. The final screen showed Admiral Brady. His form sat lazily in his command chair and like Tyrant, must've been working for more than sixteen hours without pause. It was most unusual to see a high ranking admiral with imperfections in his uniform. Just as much of a surprise was that he was still wearing it, over more comfortable clothing he likely had back in his own quarters.

"You all look like you could use a booster shot." Fowler quipped upon first glance.

Brady made a half-smile. "That scotch in my cabin is going to taste awful good when we're done."

"I look fine." Hades said, "Don't see why you had to make that snide remark Eon-Two."

"Gentlemen." Tyrant sounded a bit more stern than usual and Eon suspected it was from lack of sleep. Spartans were typically trained to run entire days without a single hour of sleep, but they were still people. Going without rest longer meant a temper got shorter. "Eon Lead, what's the situation?"

"We're holed up inside a grocery store about three miles east of downtown New Addie. We had been following a group of jackals and neutralized them, just as they had discovered a group of survivors. Thirty plus civilians in said location, two adults and the rest children."

"Good God!" Brady was certainly startled by the news, "How the hell did they evade brute patrols for so long?"

"No idea." Bowman himself couldn't believe it either, "They sought refuge in a grocery store and were only discovered."

"Sir," Ross Pine butted in, "If I may add; our way out to NOCTURNE base at the Lumbar mountains is heavily clogged. I saw numerous abandoned civvie vehicles on the highway in what seems to be a mass exodus. I don't think anyone's alive in that traffic, but our primary exfil route out of the city is shot, unless we find a way to clear it."

"Extraction by air is impossible." Bowman added, "Banshees and phantoms are prowling the sky and I've already seen two wraith class triple As during our entrance."

"You'll have to move fast. I need you to reinforce the ODST unit defending NOCTURNE, as their scouts are reporting an entire Covenant legion bearing down on their position and without your help, they won't stand a chance. It's being led by at least a dozen brute chieftains, two of them confirmed as targets Sabre and Torch."

"Unfortunately I can't provide any support from my end. We've got the brute ships cornered, save for the carrier and battleship and I don't see us attacking within days or suffering a significant loss here." Brady said, "I want to minimize casualties if we can and that means I can't send in assets to pull heat off you."

"We'll find a way Admiral. I appreciate the concern. I'll keep you all in the loop."

"Make it fast Eon. NOCTURNE is in danger of being overrun."

* * *

><p>"So what's the plan?" Adrian asked when Eon had returned to the store's back area.<p>

"Fowler, Pine and I are going to scout the area and see what available resources we have. I need you and Austal to put everyone else in a drill for an evacuation. There's no way we'll make it on foot out of the city and using vehicles is going to attract the entire Covenant armada over here."

"Don't worry about us." Austal said, "They'll be back and we'll be ready."

"Keep in touch." Bowman lobbed Adrian a spare comlink, "That one's already linked to the group channels. It's the only one I got."

* * *

><p>"Alright here's the plan." Bowman huddled the trio together out in the streets. "Pine, you and I are going to scout around for any military assets. Everyone's low on ammo and we need some firepower if we're going to bust out of here in one piece. Fowler, head to the city centre and search for transport. There's no way we can get everyone out in one piece with just a couple of warthogs."<p>

Fowler's acknowledgement light winked in response.

"Keep it safe out there. No idea how our opposition stacks but refrain from engaging unless absolutely necessary."

* * *

><p>For the next hour, Bowman and Pine began triangulating brute outposts to determine the best route out of the city. The majority had been stationed around the perimeter, but the thick amount of hostiles made it impossible to locate weak points in the defensive line. It was just as efficient to take the highway out as it was to circle around to the northern area.<p>

They had just finished watching a patrol when Fowler radioed in.

"I got transport. It's a city bus, more than enough to fit everyone."

"It operating?"

"I can hotwire it in no time."

"Hold position." Bowman ordered, "We haven't found military assets yet."

"What do you mean assets?" Fowler questioned, "You're not going to find UNSC stuff that's intact."

"That's right. We're looking to take one of the Covenant's toys."

Pine tapped him on the shoulder and pointed skyward. The droning sound of a phantom's engines was nearby and they saw a stark beam of a headlight attached to the primary nose cannon scanning around. It didn't appear to be searching for them and lazily drifted into view, however its cargo was what had caught the sniper's attention.

It could only be seen as a dark object that took up the entire undercarriage of the dropship, but there was no mistaking the crescent shaped front of the T-26 wraith tank.

"Austal, how's it going back there?"

"We're ready to move on your mark and it's all quiet on our end."

"Okay, I think I see what we're going to go after."

"Roger that."

The phantom settled down in another intersection just a block ahead and released the wraith into a small section where a pair of grunts with tools ambled over underneath the watchful eye of a brute dressed in a smeared light armor vest.

Scanning the area with his sniper, Pine pointed out two ghosts and a banshee nestled beside the tank. This was definitely a motor pool and likely served as a maintenance section. However it was puzzling to see so few vehicles being stationed there at the time. Were the majority aboard their ships? Or deployed elsewhere? Either way, Bowman had found himself being somewhat grateful. Few vehicles could mean that a rapid Covenant response could be slowed. There were no guarantees to this, as he had no idea how many other vehicles the brutes had in the area or how fast they'd mobilize a task force to take them out.

Might as well use the delay of a reaction to his advantage.

Signaling Pine to cover him, he slowly made his way closer to the motor pool. His HUD was lighting up with at least a dozen contacts, although it wasn't able to make out their signatures quite yet. He could only see two grunts and a brute mechanic. They were lightly armed, with plasma pistols and a spiker respectively.

The grunts began chattering in their native tongue, a chorus of gibberish along with an occasional squeal as they brandished tools and moved over to the ghosts. The brute kept an eye on them, although the view of the wraith was still in his peripherals.

"I got a visual on three more brutes just around the corner." Pine whispered.

He considered his options. There was a good chance they wouldn't know a Spartan was hijacking their tank and he could line up a shot to obliterate the remaining opposition.

That's what he would go for.

Now he bided his time. Even when night was when the Council of Chieftains made New Addie their own place for hunting grounds, the brutes were not spared in the fact that they too were susceptible to rest. The brute and two grunts were moving almost in a style to sleepwalkers, indicating that such rest hadn't been experienced in a while.

Time to extend their nap.

Raising his assault rifle, he let out a long stream of automatic fire. The suppressor mounted on the barrel muffled his shots to simple muted thumping sounds. The bullets however, never lost their lethality, tearing straight through the backs of one grunt and rupturing the tank of the second. A sickly green gas hissed out of the breaches and the grunt made a wheezing sound before toppling over, dead.

The brute had been bent over on the outer hull of the wraith, peering inside the cockpit. Just as he sensed something happened to his grunt accomplices, Bowman had silently leapt onto the tank, reared back his fist and slugged the brute in the back of the head. The furry creature roared in surprise, but had no time to act as the Spartan grabbed the tank's armored canopy and slammed it shut, clamping the brute's head in between the door.

Remarkably, with its strength, the skull hadn't been lopped off in the attempt, but it certainly killed it.

"That was pretty fucking badass." Pine said.

"Fowler, you there?"

"Yeah."

"Alright. Start the hotwire and get the bus back to the store in five minutes. I'll be right behind."

"You got it Cap."

"Austal, this is Bowman. We're all en route back with a wraith and a bus for transport. Get everyone ready for a hot evac. All hell is about to break loose as soon as we start our vehicles. I want to be as far ahead as possible."

"Roger."

It was only a matter of time before the rest of the motor pool's staff noticed the deaths and they were about to find out, as soon as Bowman turned on the wraith.

"Alright here goes."

He settled himself in the driver's canopy and flipped the engine on.

* * *

><p><strong>Now for the awesome dash back to the store and getting the hell out of the city!<strong>

**Thanks for reading and reviewing. You give my writing purpose.**
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"Okay, here's the plan." Austal said, gathering himself, Adrian and the two teachers at the front area of the grocer. "Fowler's on his way with a large bus and Bowman's taken control of a hostile wraith to act as an escort. There's no doubt that the Covenant are going to be curious and charge straight at us guns blazing. Once we're all aboard, we only have one shot to blast through the highway up to a UNSC outpost in the mountains."

"What can we do to help?" Katie asked.

"Get all the kids on in a quick but orderly manner." Adrian replied, "Do they have instructions on what to do during a field trip?"

"Yes. They know to keep their heads down and seatbelts fastened."

"Okay, they should both be back in less than ten minutes, so get everybody ready ASAP. Fowler said that there are seatbelts inside this one-"A dull snarl cut off Austal, failing to escape his attention. His HUD flashed with one large blip just outside the wall. He held up a hand to silence the women.

"I got a contact." He whispered. "Head back."

"I got your six." Adrian responded as she unslung her own rifle.

Giving a nod, he checked his rifle; empty.

"Shit." That meant his M6. Up against a Brute, he'd have to rely on more stopping power than a measly pistol. As he exited the store and started scanning the surrounding area, he suddenly wished he had asked Meredith for her BR.

If it was a brute, he wished it wasn't wielding a gravity hammer. Many times, he'd seen footage of chieftains and even some of the lower ranking captains charge recklessly into a hailstorm of UNSC brass and deliver bonecrushing blows that would send Marines and ODSTs flying into the air. Their voracity and ability to tolerate huge amounts of punishment made them one of the most formidable Covenant troops to fight against and their spine chilling roars added to their fear factor.

The large blip was to the store's left so he crouched down and crept forward, feeling the armor's camouflage module kick in.

Sunrise wasn't for another two and a half hours and the sky had yet to show the red-orange glow. His eyes easily saw through the cover of darkness.

The snarl sounded like it had come from a brute, but his motion tracker had a hard time identifying what it was.

Proceeding down the side, he eyed the tracker again. There were several huge chunks of concrete that had fallen close to the wall during the initial occupation of New Addie and he spent ample time clearing the entire block, suspecting whoever was trying to ambush him was behind the rocks and aware of his approach. The contact registered itself directly in front of him and he had yet to clear all the dozen chunks.

Movement had caught his eye as the slab directly in front of him shifted again.

"Merde." Marcus cursed as the figure unlimbered itself and stood to its full height. Compared to the enormous twelve foot hunter that stood up to confront him, he suddenly would have rather it be a crazy hammer wielding chieftain. He deactivated his camo, being useless since the creature had already detected his presence.

The titan's gaze focused solely on Austal and it let out a rumble that was more felt than heard. Wielding a devastating fuel rod gun that incinerated just about anything in one hand and the other was a super-dense shield that probably accounted for a third of the hunter's total weight. Hunters were known to pose little care to lesser Covenant species like grunts and jackals being the worst victims of the shield attack. When they retracted from a blow in such scenarios, there was usually little more than just a bloodstain smeared against the wall or floor.

Any good UNSC soldier knew that where there was one hunter, a second one was close by.

Snarling again, the hunter suddenly lunged forward with surprising speed. Austal was hit by the shield in his chest and the blow sent him zooming backwards. His motion was only stopped when he impacted a concrete slab. It was remarkable when he hit the side that it didn't shatter, but to him, the feeling was like taking a hit from a rifle butt and getting winded. Tears began to cloud his eyes as the sharp pain decided to strike his upper right chest area like a hot fire.

Gunfire suddenly erupted from the store's front and he heard the rattling of Adrian's battle rifle moments later.

"Marcus! We're under attack! Where the hell are you?"

The hunter gave an unimpressed snort and raised its arm cannon to finish it off. It glowed a luminous green as it charged up the lethal bolt. If Marcus didn't act fast, he'd join those pitiful grunts and jackals in their death by hunter.

He managed to execute a roll to his right, just as the hunter fired its weapon, blowing the concrete chunk into powder. It emphasized its frustration at the second failed time to kill him and swiped its shield arm at a second concrete block, tossing it effortlessly as a gravball.

Austal dodged it just in time.

"Bowman where the fuck are you guys?"

"We're en route back now. What's the situation?"

"Under heavy fire!" Adrian shouted, "At least a dozen brutes closing in on our position!"

"Add two hunters!" Austal ducked another swipe from the said enemy, this time the shield struck the side of the building and the force was enough to strike a large hole in the stony wall. A moment later, he heard a chorus of the children inside screaming from all the commotion.

"Hang tight! Fowler! Step on it!"

Now Austal understood. It was all a brute ambush. They knew that the Eon had come to the humans hiding in the market and left to locate transport capable of fleeing the settlement. Bowman was smart to leave at least one Spartan; Austal to hold guard the civilians while they were away. The brutes knew that and must've sent the hunters to keep him occupied while they dealt with their primary assault.

He wasn't about to continue being this overgrown overpowered worm can's punching bag. He made his temporary escape into the hole and looked around. Now he was over in the backstage area of the store. There were several crates strewn about and a ton of shelves that had a couple packs of food. He spotted a large metal door and went up to it. The digital temperature read level four out of seven, meaning that the big freezer was only about half as cold as it possibly could get.

An idea popped into his head. He had no explosives and a pistol with eight rounds left inside. There was no direct way he could tango with an enraged hunter.

His idea would get him one of the two things. One; would be killed and having frostbite as the least of his worries and two; would be survive and reprimanded by Bowman for a dumb-ass idea.

He hoped it would be the latter.

Opening the freezer, he adjusted it to the coldest setting and looked around. There were a lot of beverage products stored here. He grabbed a case of water and opened the bottles, spilling them onto the floor. The liquid pooled into the freezer's center and by the time he was done, he stood ankle deep inside.

Now for step two. He pulled up his temperature monitor and saw that it was already beginning to drop. The water was beginning to freeze already.

A child's scream got his attention as he saw the hunter make its own entrance into the store's side by barging straight through. It turned its head and spotted the group of kids huddled at the back, the two teachers protectively trying to keep them as calm as possible.

It wasn't working very well. The grim hands of death were hovering ever so near.

"HEY!"

The hunter turned at the shout. Just as Austal ran at top speed and used his body to tackle the beast twice his size. Although he could see them, he knew that Katie and the rest of the civvies had just gasped at his move. The hunter crashed into the storage area just outside the freezer with Austal on top. Although he had a clean shot at the hunter, he couldn't stay there long or he'd be hit hard again and he fondly remembered the first encounter minutes ago.

Instead, he brought his pistol to his left side and fired four bullets into the mounted arm cannon. The first two shots glanced off the heavy armor, but the next ones dully buried themselves into the fleshy section of the arm.

The hunter was not happy about this and grabbed Austal's back, tossing him off. He landed awkwardly, feeling the impact partially deplete his shields, but quickly scrambled to his feet, ignoring the pain that flared in his side again.

The creature stood up, charging forward again. Austal easily dodged the blow, since they were hard-hitters, but not necessarily fast.

He threw open the freezer and baited the hunter who charged straight at him. This time, he moved backwards, slammed the metal door shut, essentially locking himself inside with the beast.

Not a smart move. Anyone who puts themselves in a confined space with close proximity to a giant Covenant soldier that was known for their devastating melee was not a very smart or sane idea.

_This is why Gabrielle is going to live longer than I am_. Austal wryly thought, all because of the hold my beer and watch this moment that had come to his mind. He had no idea if it was even going to work.

The hunter paused, perplexed at what the little Spartan was up to, before raising its cannon. Austal heard it sputter and it popped with a loud bang, leaving a mangled heap of metal on the arm.

"Oh look what happened to your gun!" Austal raised his own pistol and fired the remaning rounds up above, at the overhanging water pipes above the freezer. The rounds hit and burst them open, droplets of below-zero liquid spilling out.

Judging by his HUD, the temperature was extremely cold and starting to slow its cooling pace, meaning it was close to the coldest possible option. He leapt upwards, fingers outstretched found purchase on the pipes and aimed two of them straight at the hunter.

The water was cold, but he hosed the giant beast and the water instantly froze solid upon impact with its armor at the much lower temperature. A layer of ice was beginning to form on Austal's armor as well, but he kept the stream of water on the hunter. It was starting to feel the effects of the increased weight and the cold had slowed down its movements. It sluggishly tried to break free, but the cold and rapid buildup of ice was just too much.

Austal's hands were beginning to get numb from the cold pipe and he slipped free, landing on a solid layer of ice on the floor with a dull crunch. He approached the now-still hunter and tapped its orange midsection, the area where the worm colony resided in a rather large gap in its armor. The feeling was solid like a rock.

He was genuinely surprised it had froze so quickly.

Exiting the freezer, Austal shook off the ice buildup on his armor and jogged back out where a full blown firefight was happening.

* * *

><p>It was completely lopsided with Adrian using the store's front wall as cover and he could already identify a half dozen brutes on the street, taking potshots at her. She remained well in cover and fired controlled bursts from her battle rifle. It had been ten minutes since the attack and she continued to hold her own, scoring three grunts and one brute in the time being.<p>

"Took you long enough!" With her foot, she lashed out at the ground and Austal scooped up the brute spiker she had kicked to him. "I'm getting dry."

Marcus sprinted to the other end of the store entrance and sighted his first target. He squeezed the trigger, easily controlling the weapon's notorious recoil as it sent a stream of spikes towards the brute. The barrage overloaded its shields and a dozen more into its neck area caused it to collapse with smoke coming out of its wounds.

"Eon Lead, where the hell are you? We are in immediate danger of being overrun!"

"We got a hunter!" Adrian shouted.

"Aw shit." She was right as the hulking spiky creature lumbered into view and had centered itself with its shield in front to protect it from any retaliatory attacks. Its arm cannon glowed and it discharged an explosive bolt that impacted the entrance. Austal and Adrian both ducked as debris rained down on their heads, causing the Spartan's shields to flicker.

A whistling sound instinctively told Marcus to take cover and he saw a white comet in the sky arcing down in their direction. A wraith had joined the party.

The mortar directly hit a cluster of three brutes in a blue explosion, clearing to show that the gorilla warriors had been completely vaporized. The familiar beetle-like tank pulled into view before locking on to the long hunter and delivering a second shot directly impacting the chest. The creature had tried in vain to bring its shield up as a viable defense, but it had proved futile and it collapsed to the ground in a smoldering heat. Austal and Adrian then cleaned up the survivors.

At the wraith's gun turret, a figure leapt out and sprinted over to them. Ross.

"We don't have much time," He pointed out, where Fowler was pulling up with a large blue colored transit coach. "The brutes are likely mounting reinforcements to our position."

The bus' door opened up and Fowler stepped out, "Good god. Maybe I should just apply for a school bus driver when this is all over."

"If I let you drive the wraith," Bowman cut in, "Will you shut up?"

"I might." Fowler retorted, "Get the fuck on the bus."

* * *

><p>Katie and Emily, the other teacher had gathered up the kids at the front of the store to be moved to the bus. They all looked shaken and scared from all the events of the Covenant attack. It took some words from their teachers to soothe their worries as best possible. They were the last leader figures they had left and even Katie and Emily found themselves questioning their survival, even with the Spartans around.<p>

Eon and Adrian began escorting the kids in groups of two and three, wary of Covenant coming to kill the unarmed when they were most vulnerable. Pine set up overwatch some distance ahead to scout out enemies.

"Nothing in sight."

"Alright." Bowman said, as he helped both Katie and Emily onto the bus. "Fowler, you're on the wraith. Clear us a path to the mountains and deal with all armored targets. Do everything you can to keep these civilians alive."

"You got it." The Spartan leapt atop the hatch and climbed in. A second later, the wraith's engine growled to life and the repulsor pods on the bottom caused it to hover just above the ground.

Austal and Adrian then boarded the bus, both of them carrying armfuls of scavenged Covenant weaponry of whatever they could find.

"Pine, you're driving." A green light blinked back at him as he settled into the driver seat and eased the bus forward.

"Inventory?"

"Two plasma repeaters, three spikers, a brute shot and a plasma cannon." Austal hefted the last item and went to put it at the back of the bus.

"I found a half dozen spike grenades too." Adrian pointed to the pile in the corner. "I know they'll come in handy."

"They will." Bowman agreed, "You, me and Austal are going to remain on the bus and provide protection. We'll reach the NOCTURNE base within three hours tops."

"Mind if I catch some shut-eye?" Adrian asked. "I'm dead on my feet."

Bowman nodded and she made her way to the back of the bus. Fowler moved forward and used the tank's size to push cars out of the way. Pine pressed on the accelerator and followed closely behind as they took a ramp nearby up on the highway that circled the city.

Austal remained by Bowman, strangely rigid.

"Austal, at ease." He nodded, but didn't change his posture in any way. "What's on your mind kid?"

He muttered something under his breath and turned to face Bowman, "I made a big mistake just before you got here."

Bowman remained silent and waited for him to continue.

"I had no resources available and was confronted by a hunter just outside the store."

"Well obviously you killed it. Right?"

"Yeah, but I froze it in the store's freezer, all in a risky environment. I still remember that you told me not to take a risk if it wasn't required. I trapped the hunter inside the freezer and hosed it until it was solid and dead."

"Is this what you're beating yourself up about?" Bowman asked, "If the circumstances demanded such action, I wouldn't have hesitated to take the risk. Especially when you have civilian lives on the line. You diverted the hunter away from harming the innocent where you contained and neutralized it."

"Understood sir."

"I think you should get some sleep. I'll wake you in ninety."

"Understood."

The bus and wraith had now traveled north for a while, eventually coming to a large highway intersection that connected to the path up to the mountainous area. Looking back over the city, Bowman saw a trio of Covenant cruisers and a handful of phantoms clustered over the taller skyscrapers. Flames billowed out of the tips of some towers while others looked mangy and pockmarked with burn holes.

New Addie was sacked by the brutes in a matter of hours. The longer they fought, the less morale Eon found themselves having.

Austal found an empty seat and crossed over. Many of the kids were sleeping, allowing some rest in this nightmarish turn of events. Meredith had kept her gear on and was lying in the corner of a seat, already fast asleep.

"Hey."

He turned around, coming face to face with Katie. He relaxed slightly and frowned, seeing that she was in a similar mood. Of course, the visor prevented anyone else from seeing his expression, but the mystery was something he enjoyed.

"Doing alright?"

"Yeah." She settled in a seat next to his and looked at him almost as if she could see directly past the visor and stared right at his eyes. "How old are you?"

"Twenty two." What an icebreaker. "You?"

"Twenty six. What made you join the Spartans?"

"Mostly because I didn't see a civilian life happening for me. Lot of unfortunate events happen and I suddenly have nowhere to go."

"You don't have a family?"

"No." Not true. He had Gabrielle, but she didn't need to know that. "Hey, listen." He slowly reached out and touched her hand, clasping it between his gloves. "You lead a group of young bright students and I can see both you and Emily's composure starting to break."

"I know." She whispered, "But I can't."

"You're right. You can't. What you need to do is stay strong for them. They all have dead parents, brothers, sisters and countless other family members. You need to stay as a beacon of hope for them. Trust me when I say that I've seen civilians die because they lose that hope."

"They do have hope." Katie quietly replied, "You and your team are what we all believe in."

Marcus let go of her hand, "Thank you."

Katie saw the armored giant relax in the seat as Marcus drifted off to sleep.

"Marcus!" He heard a female voice. "Marcus!"

A jostle on his shoulder snapped him awake and he was staring directly up at Adrian's face. Whatever her expression was, it told him one thing; trouble.

* * *

><p><strong>Is it me or does trouble seem to follow Eon wherever they go?<strong>

**Thanks for reading and reviewing. You give my writing purpose.**
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Just visible outside the windows were the greenish glow lights of a phantom dropship approaching at a nine o clock vector. Flanking it were a pair of banshees that broke off and moved towards the rear of their convoy. Immediately, Adrian tossed Austal one of the spikers and they both aimed at the twin flyers on their six. Fowler's dubbed "hot nail gun" was fairly obsolete against two banshees flying just behind the convoy.

"Cap, we got more problems on our twelve." Fowler said from the wraith just ahead, "Hostile armor."

"They were waiting for us." Bowman muttered. It was too far for NOCTURNE to help, but he could at least get them to put down their pursuers, "This is Captain Jake Bowman of Spartan Fireteam Eon to NOCTURNE? Does anyone read?"

The line remained silent for about ten seconds before he suddenly heard a ping on the other end, "This is Captain Sunil of the 105th Shock Troops Division. I read you captain." The voice had a slight Indian accent.

"Sunil, we're inbound on the Mountain Highway heading on your one zero vector. We have multiple civilians onboard and hostiles are in hot pursuit and blocking our exit."

"I have a reading on your location Captain Bowman, however I cannot divert assistance. NOCTURNE is under attack from brute forces and all hands are currently in process of repelling the invaders. All wheels and birds are down and you're out of ordinance effective range."

"Understood." Bowman groaned in frustration, "Captain, prep your medical crew and accommodations for twenty plus civvies."

"We are critically short of medical supplies and only have two combat medics."

Two medics? Austal and Adrian shot him a puzzled look.

"How many of the 105th were deployed?"

"Originally seventy with over three hundred civilians, but relentless brute attacks have dwindled our force to twenty six."

"Understood." Bowman said, "We should be there in fifteen mikes."

"Incoming!"

No sooner than when Pine shouted that, everyone crouched low and heard the whoosing sound. Twin comets arced down before splashing onto the concrete where the bus had been a second earlier. They had vaporized a sizeable amount of the concrete highway and crashed with a deafening roar. Screams came from the civilians as they were thrust into yet, another panic situation.

In front of them, the three pronged mortar cannon on Fowler's wraith contracted, sending a purple blob of plasma into the air. The target wraith shifted sideways, having plenty of time to move out of the mortar's path.

"The alien ship!" The Spartans heard Katie exclaim and pointed towards the back, "It's right over the bus!"

Sure enough, the phantom's pilot had set their speed nearly equal to that of the bus, giving it parallel to the vehicle. The banshees were not too far behind and they let loose a strafe of plasma that peppered the rear. Had it not been for the Spartans' presence, the civilians would have descended into complete chaos.

Bowman doubted that he would remain in control of the situation much longer, but he knew one fact.

"Fowler, keep just ahead of the bus Blast any cars blocking our way."

"Are you crazy Captain? Want those wraiths up ahead to blow the both of us up?"

"Trust me, they won't." He looked up at the roof, which was where a loud bang suddenly occurred as something slammed on top. "Not while they're boarding."

Austal was at the rear of the bus, returning fire with the spiker at the banshees. Even with the pathetic range, the twin purple flyers weaved around as if taunting his inability to hit them.

The gun clicked empty and he let out an annoyed growl. Another salvo from the banshees impacted his shields, causing them to glow bright orange and he put up his gloved hands to help shield himself from the heat.

"Please Mr. Army guy," He heard a plea from the corner and turned around. Three kids were a couple of seats in front, all huddled together with terrified eyes. Even they were beginning to sense the inevitable. "Don't let the scary aliens hurt us."

He felt a tiny hand slip into his and he lightly squeezed it.

Movement to his left suddenly brought him back to attention as an enormous three-fingered hand clasped the edge of the window port. Its long fingernails dug into the bus' side and it pulled, trying to rip off a section.

Austal ran over, grabbing the hand himself and giving a savage yank downwards. Caught off guard, the brute had no time to react as he fell to the ground and tumbled away on the road.

"Austal with me." Bowman tossed him the plasma cannon, "Up on the roof."

Both Spartans hauled themselves to the windows and looked up at the phantom keeping pace just behind them. The craft had six jump pack brutes hanging on the sides, all watching the Spartans' moves with bristled enthusiasm. As soon as the Spartans were up top, they were easy pickings.

Just before Austal could heave himself up on the roof of the bus, he gave a quick glance at the kids. They too, were watching what he was doing.

"Be careful okay?" Katie said.

He nodded before putting the plasma cannon down and leapt on top. His magnetic boots activated with a clicking sound, securing himself atop the moving vehicle.

Bowman wasn't so lucky. As soon as he had gotten up, a large meaty foot stamped down on his fingers, causing him to visibly wince.

The beast as half a ton in weight, nearly equivalent to his own when he was in armor and it sent jarring pain straight to his brain. He gave them a wiggle to try and free, but it only made his assailant push harder.

Eyeing his prey with pleasure, the brute held a small revolver pistol to his hand. The mauler had a blast similar to a shotgun that was more than enough to blow his fingers off his arm.

With his free hand, Bowman quickly grabbed his knife and rammed it as hard as he could into the brute's foot that kept him pinned. It gave a howl in pain and fired the gun, causing his shields to flare. It gave him the feeling of pebbles hitting him head-on. Using his own position and the brute's balance against it, he pulled backwards to the edge.

Still briefly not able to catch himself, the brute careened over the side and vanished from his sight. HE gave a slight smile up front as Fowler launched another mortar at one of the wraiths, causing it to explode in a brilliant white fireball.

The second wraith backed away just as Fowler released another mortar that missed. It saw its comrade fall at a close range and wasn't going to give the volatile Spartan that edge again. Instead, it moved to the side, trying to get a good shot at him without risking hitting its comrades on the bus.

Bowman suddenly felt himself lifted into the air as a jarring force seized him in his armpits. Through his visor, he saw that the bus was getting farther away and turned around.

That brute he had tossed off the bus had activated its jump pack before it could plunge into a high-speed death and went straight for the bus, intent on making him regret putting a shell through the Spartan's hand.

Bowman rammed his elbow backwards, catching the furry beast in the face and spewing dark red blood all over his armor. The tenacious grip refused to loosen on his waist so he performed the same attack again. No avail, the brute held him like a moray eel.

Down below, Austal had dispatched the final jump pack brute with a plasma repeater when a massive armored one leapt onto the Phantom to confront him. He must've been a chieftain as when he had impacted the roof; it had partially buckled, causing the bus to sway slightly. No doubt everyone inside was scared out of their wits. His HUD suddenly lit up and he recognized the chieftain.

Ferrus, codenamed: CLOUD by the UNSC as one of the seven Council of Chieftains. He specialized in jetpacks and aerial combat. All his dossier had said about him was danger, danger and more danger.

Ferrus charged forward, letting out a wild volley of fire from two plasma repeaters, one in each hand. The fire overloaded Austal's shields and his best efforts to dodge had failed. He stumbled back before disappearing through the bus' window.

Bowman fumbled in the grip, trying to break hold, but then he realized that he would be splattered like a bug if he fell from this height. Time to change things up.

He constantly felt the brute's waist for any grenades, but only found the mauler pistol, which the two of them were now fighting over.

Fortunately for him, the brute wasn't as strong as he expected and he forced the muzzle of the mauler up his jaw. Still having his finger on the trigger, the brute felt Bowman use it to pull. A shot was suddenly discharged, jerking the brute remnants of his head sideways.

He then unstrapped the jump pack harness, letting the lifeless body free fall to the road and slid into it as best he could. The bus was just below him and he needed a quick descent.

Back on the bus, Austal used his momentum of falling down to traverse underneath to the other side. Like in the spy holonet movies, he emerged just as quickly as he had entered. Holding his own plasma cannon underhand, he squeezed the trigger, spraying the chieftain with white hot plasma.

Caught off guard, Ferrus lost grip on one of his weapons and returned fire with the second one, holding it with both hands made it look like a toy.

Austal knew that a hand to hand fight with a hunter left him barely alive, so therefore he needed his own advantage over a muscular brute chieftain.

He had seen another brute take Bowman into the air and begin their own scuffle and knew that it was a ploy to keep a one vs one against Ferrus.

Glowing in ceremonial bluish armor with ornate markings and blended with ribbons of symbols, the beast charged forward, crashing into Austal and their momentum sent them tumbling straight onto the bus' engine hood. Unseen by them, Ross Pine jumped in his seat at the sudden impact and he knew that Austal was in trouble. The fact that Bowman hadn't come to his rescue meant he was occupied with a predicament of his own.

"Take over!" He shouted to Adrian, who was still at the bus' rear. Without waiting for her reply, he kicked out the front windshield, pulling his sidearm out of his holster. Checking the magazine on his HUD, he saw he only had eight rounds left.

Ferrus swung his hammerlike arm, which Austal managed to catch using both of his. Before he could mount a counterattack, the chieftain used lightning speed and suddenly flipped the Spartan over on the bottom. With his free hand, he removed a wicked curved knife, bringing it down towards his exposed stomach.

Austal caught the blow, the silver tip of the blade mere inches from carving through his stomach. His hands shook as he fought off the immense strength by his adversary. Ferrus on the other hand, seemed to relish in the struggle, giving a roar of triumph.

The knife easily pierced his shields and went straight through the suit. Blood began to spring up from the wound even as Austal continued to try and fight off the onslaught.

Peering out, Pine emptied his magnum into the chieftain with all shots glancing off his shielded armor. The chieftain snarled and for a second took his attention off Austal.

It would prove costly for him.

With a grunt, Austal jerked the knife out of his body, wincing noticeably from the pain and jammed it inside one of Ferrus' armor gaps at the back of his knee. He saw Pine was about to intervene and made up a plan of attack in a millisecond.

The damn ape barely even flinched, considering its awesome threshold to pain amounts. However it was just enough for Austal to snag the plasma repeater out of his hands. As Ferrus reached over to get it back, Austal one-handedly slung it backwards.

Seeing what he had in mind, Pine snatched it out of mid-air and let loose a barrage of plasma that was aimed straight for the chieftain's face. It snarled and screamed as the bolts splashed over its overloaded shield and bypassed his armor.

The chieftain's face wasn't even recognizable by the time the automatic gun had slowed down its rate of fire. Pine realized that he had squeezed the trigger at full force, continuing to shoot the chieftain's corpse long after he was dead.

A loud boom shook him from his thoughts and he tossed the depleted weapon out of the window. Even through the armor, he could feel the buildup of excess heat warming his wrists. Fowler saw an opportunity and had rammed a large truck in between his and the enemy wraith. The Covenant controlled one had the unfortunate side of being pinned in the truck and a long drop past the buckling concrete barrier. The wraith's engine whined to a higher pitch as her driver put the boosters on maximum output, but Fowler was gradually gaining ground towards the edge.

Tipping upwards, the enemy wraith fired a stray mortar that was aimed ridiculously off course. Fowler punched the boosters again and this time the truck suddenly began to collapse, but it did the trick.

With an animalistic howl, the brute driver and his wraith tank disappeared from sight, plunging over the edge where they heard a gut wrenching screech, followed seconds later by another bang. Wraith number two; taken care of.

"Target Cloud down. You okay?" Austal asked, settling back inside the main cabin.

Pine nodded, "I should be asking you that?" He pointed to the wound on his stomach which still had blood dripping from it.

Another thud interrupted everyone's thoughts. Bowman.

Austal saw an armored hand reach from above his seat. "Grenades."

Nobody had any grenades on them…except.

He scooped up the brute shot and opened its ejection port. "Aha!"

Taking out the belt of six grenades, he handed it over. "What's your plan?"

"Just watch." Bowman replied annoyed, "Fowler, you watching?"

"How am I supposed to watch and drive at the same time?"

"Cause you'll love this." He took off the jump pack and looked back at the phantom keeping pace just behind the bus. Strangely, it never fired its plasma cannon ever since it began pursuit. Either it was toying with them or there for a different reason. Strapping the grenades in the harness, he activated the jetpack, aimed as best he could and then let it fly.

Of course, this was a wild crazy idea he had come up with in the last two minutes and here he was about to pull it off…hopefully.

The jetpack sailed right over the phantom and disappeared. A second later, purple fire erupted from her rear and an explosion tore through her engines. Slowly, the giant aircraft descended down at full speed until it hit the concrete with a solid crunch and skidded to a halt in flames.

Down below, he heard everyone inside cheer loudly at his stunt and he found himself grinning like an idiot.

"Captain that was insane!" Austal sounded extremely enthusiastic, "Where did you get that idea?"

"Just popped into my head." Bowman ducked through the window. Actually he had gotten it from an inspiration by a Spartan that had lost his life because an explosive had damaged his pack while operating in zero-G during the Battle of Reach.

"First Austal gets into a tangle with a hunter inside a freezer, now the Cap decides to tie grenades on a jetpack and lob it at a phantom!" There went Fowler again. "How come my crazy stunts don't work like that?"

* * *

><p>The wraith and the battered bus had reached the highway's end and the beginning to NOCTURNE base when the red sun began to peek over the horizon, bathing the sky in a beautiful pink color. A few clouds drifted lazily above. The large shadow over New Addie indicated the Covenant battleship <em>Abdicated Fortitude<em> was holding position nearby.

The base was off the highway, a separate path from the tunnels and dug into the face of the cliffs. Snow had done a light dusting overnight and the air was noticeably colder than when they had left.

Preceding the base were a series of concrete barricades chipped, burnt and damaged from a recent attack. Further adding to the battle were corpses, both Covenant and the black armored ODSTs. A couple of them were milling around, gathering their own dead and scavenging what they could.

Hearing their approach, they raised their weapons at the wraith, still a bit reminiscing of such tanks rolling in their direction on the highway.

Fowler shut off the engine and climbed out, stretching his limbs. Seeing a Spartan, the two ODSTs relaxed and lowered their rifles.

"Spartan? Man, the captain's gonna be glad to see you."

"Multiple Spartans." Bowman said as he opened the door for the bus, "Multiple civilians. Lots of us wounded."

"Captain Bowman." The voice he had heard over the radio came from another ODST emerging from the main garage of the base. He stuck out his hand, "Captain Sunil, 105th. Good to meet you in person."

"You have no idea how happy I am to see additional UNSC forces right now."

* * *

><p>Hauled into the concrete walled medical ward, Fowler gently laid Austal on a chair and began to work at the black undersuit that had been stained with blood. Fortunately it had clotted and stopped leaking, but he knew that it was in danger of getting infected if it wasn't treated too.<p>

He accepted a volunteer's lending of medical supplies and filled the cavity with biofoam.

"Thanks."

"That's twice you owe me. Soon as you're patched up, Captain wants us to meet with their head." Fowler gave a smirk before taking his leave.

Austal removed his helmet and found himself subconsciously rubbing where Ferrus had stabbed him. It still hurt and throbbed enough to seriously impede his thought processes. He needed painkillers.

A volunteer was tending to another wounded civilian and some of the kids with scrapes and bruises from the bus ride had also come in to be tended.

"Excuse me-" He was interrupted when she had turned around, bumping right into his armor. He reached out before she could fall and gently steadied her by the shoulders. It almost took an effort to not use force especially after having a lethal mindset for days on end.

Something about her was…familiar. Then he saw her face.

His helmet was off, giving Gabrielle Addison a good look at the Spartan who had grabbed ahold of her shoulders. His gray eyes narrowed and he looked just as surprised as she did.

"What the HELL are you doing here?"

* * *

><p><strong>Things are about to get ugly again.<strong>
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"We need to talk." Marcus gestured outside the medical ward. His eyes were blazing with anger and Gabrielle could tell that when he saw her, any of his thoughts of himself being hurt or injured were thrust aside. She had never seen him this angry before, let alone expected to see him at all.

"Marcus?"

"Let's go." He snapped again.

"No."

In response, he suddenly seized her wrists and began to drag her out of the medical ward.

"Marcus let me go!" She protested, trying to free herself, but he maintained a steel grip with one hand and put the other one firmly over her mouth, preventing any further protests. He then walked her over to one of the vacant rooms nearby. They served as temporary quarters to soldiers garrisoned and refugees now in the base's care.

He ushered her inside and then shut the door with his foot. Taking a deep breath, Austal knew that spilling out all of his secrets right now would never end well.

"Now I'm going to release my grip on you and I'm only asking once, why are you here?"

As soon as he took his hand off her mouth, her expression changed to anger as well, "Marcus, how can you betray me like this? This is your work?! You're a Spartan?!"

"Yes I am a Spartan."

"Then why do you tell me all of this recon group bullshit?! It was all really a lie?"

Austal's voice began to rise, "Because I'm trying to protect you if anything goes wrong! This is not how I wanted to tell you what I do for a living!"

"What?" For someone who used to be afraid of men, especially tall ones, Gabrielle seemed to have nearly zero fear in his presence, it was instead filled by defiance. "That you're a soldier? That you take lives for a living of your own?"

"I do it to serve my damn country! When I was orphaned by Gustafson, the UNSC armed forces offered me a path through and I took it because I don't sit around! I'm a Spartan because I was asked to be one and in order to stay in my unit, I had to find someone and establish a relationship with them!"

"So that's why you asked me out on all those dates? All that you can stay in your unit?" Her face was pure confusion, definitely not taking in the revelations too well.

"No! I don't do that to people, especially those I care about! You are one of those people and I have to do whatever it takes to prevent-"

Austal was cut off by the sound of someone opening the door, "Marcus we need-" Fowler saw him and Gabrielle inside and he cleared his throat, "Um, we have to go. Now."

Austal nodded and finally let go of her. Part of him told her that this wasn't over. She rubbed her wrists, strained from being sore in his hands and strangely unable to shake the blooming feeling in her chest. That feeling was then shattered by one of his biggest lies.

When she looked back up, Marcus was already gone. There was no sign of him in the halls either.

* * *

><p>"What the hell is she doing here?" Fowler asked. The two Spartans were walking towards the command center of the base where Bowman had called them up. Latest intel had stated that the Council of Chieftains were determined to come after Project Gaia and the prospect of slaughtering seventy UNSC soldiers and hundreds of civilians was too tempting to resist.<p>

"Haven't asked her yet."

"So what were you two doing alone in the room then?" Fowler's expression remained stoic, but Austal could gleam a rather naughty look in his eyes.

"Gabrielle…she didn't take the news of me being a Spartan this whole time too well. She thought we were only together because the prerequisite of our team."

"First of all kid, I know I'm going to be blunt with you, but this is neither the time nor the place. We have an entire legion of Covenant breathing on the base's ass so you'll have to put a hold on mending your relationship with her. Second is; the prerequisite has been nullified. Wouldn't you have left her as soon as it was no longer necessary?"

"I don't do that to people. I'm not Tessa." Tessa had been Austal's high school girlfriend who had left him after he discovered she withheld a secret cheating from him. "That still doesn't explain why she's all the way over here instead of our apartment on Reach."

"Maybe you should go talk to her when this is all over."

"She's going to want answers and I don't think anyone else is going to get them out of her other than maybe the Captain." The two of them stepped inside the beehive of a command center and quickly located Bowman conversing with Captain Sunil, the ODST leader. "And trying to debrief my girlfriend is probably at the bottom of his list right now."

Bowman saw Fowler and Austal approach and gestured them over.

"Good news and bad news. Resources are scarce," He began, "We have limited ammo, food and medical supplies, probably enough of everything to last four days."

"Oh," Fowler said, "So what's the good news?"

"That was the good news."

"So what's the bad news?" Austal asked.

Captain Sunil stepped forward. He had a dark complexion and intense brown eyes that must've seen plenty of battle in his previous service, any doubt about his valor was erased thanks to a scar on his forehead and a plasma burn on his left hand. "Spartans, we have an entire Covenant legion heading down the highway to our position. They're being supported by an air force of banshees and phantom dropships."

"Can't we contact the _Diablo_?"

"We are already posting updates, however they are unable to assist because of the Covenant carrier that is holding position outside the city. They move any ship within our AO, that ship will not hesitate to take them out and we all know the capabilities of that ship class."

"Wonderful."

"Soldiers are going to die in the next few days," Sunil said, "If we don't do our jobs, the casualty rate in this base is going to skyrocket."

"You know we can't let that happen." Fowler darkly replied.

The doors parted again and a younger ODST ran up to the Captain, "Sir, it's started. The Brutes are beginning their assault!"

The Spartans grabbed some new weapons and ammo before rushing out to the front gate. Sunil had remained in the command center to help coordinate the recources and provide insight to the hostile forces via the security cameras.

An explosion lit up the dawn sky as the stolen wraith and bus detonated with the aid of explosive charges. The blast wiped out the front waves of enemies, but they saw behind the wreckage that even more were coming to take their place.

All across the lower sections of the highway were the black armored ODSTs all wielding their weapons and firing at the first enemy that popped into sight. Up top several outcroppings were even more with DMRs and a couple of snipers to pick off the tougher brutes.

It was all shouting in complete chaos with them trying to keep the Covenant at bay for as long as possible, but were they delaying the inevitable?

"I need a medic!"

"We got a man down!"

"C'mon." Fowler gritted his teeth, "Let's go fuck some shit up."

* * *

><p>They had been fighting nonstop for nearly an hour and it had only started to seem as if it was beginning to lighten up.<p>

Bowman and Pine had taken the higher ground to help thin out hostile advances while Fowler and Austal dealt with whoever favored close combat.

It all went well until Bowman suddenly saw blue wisps arcing in the sky towards their position. Three of them to be exact.

"Wraiths!" He immediately stood, yanking the ODST right next to him and throwing him off his perch before diving off himself. One of the mortars crashed where Bowman had once been and vaporized all of the concrete within a ten foot radius, leaving just a charred hole as a reminder.

The other two mortars had claimed the lives of five of Sunil's men.

"Dammit," He spat, frustrated, "We got three wraiths bombarding our position with mortars!"

"We're taking heavy fire here!" One of the ODST squad leaders shouted over the gunfire rattle, "Can't last very long with those wraiths out there!"

"We'll deal with em!" Bowman gestured for Pine and Austal to join him. "We're going to take out all three wraiths. Limited heavy weapons, but I want to save them for the direst of situations. Everyone got explosives."

The Spartans nodded.

"Good. Use the car wrecks for cover and if a wraith spots one of us, let Fowler and the troopers here know to take the pressure off."

Ross Pine's camouflage kept the wraith just ninety feet in front from spotting him and vaporizing him on the spot. Overall, it was positioned in a small ring of destroyed vehicles with enough room to maneuver around for more flexible shots.

It remained still and he could hear soft chatter in the brute language as it conversed, likely with its commander.

Enemy squads had passed him by, but they were too focused on trying to assault the base to notice his presence.

Circling around the rear, he spotted the back exhaust vent the tank used to assist in its propulsion. A red clothed shaman armed with a brute shot stood nearby, yelling in its shrilly voice to direct lesser troops.

Ross felt a chill creep down his spine. He'd encountered plenty of shamans so far and their screams never left his ears. To civilians, it all but meant their inevitable doom.

Time to change that.

Slowly, he crept up behind the shaman and lashed out with the butt of his DMR. The brute's spine broke and he slumped forward.

Not giving the wraith any time to discover its dead comrade, he flicked the pin off the grenade before jamming it into the port.

"Fire in the hole!"

The frag detonated, sending a column of flame out the rear. With the blast killing both occupants, the wraith's mortar had also been hit, mangled beyond any salvaging.

"Got one."

"That's two." Austal replied. In the distance, Pine heard a loud boom with the second wraith down.

"Three?"

"Negative!" Bowman shouted, "I've been compromised!"

"On our way!"

Bowman had taken the wraith on the left, Austal took the center and Pine had the right one. Through the lanes, he saw Austal double timing it over. The wrecked cars made him mantle over their hoods and they ran past a few groups of startled grunts.

Bowman was pinned behind a trailer with the wraith's gunner hammering at the side to keep him there. The two of them also saw a pair of captains and another shaman moving to the second side of the trailer.

"They're going to flush him out." Ross knew the plan.

"Okay, I'll distract that wraith," Austal pointed towards the trio, "Take care of them."

The brutes had just spotted Bowman, brandishing T-51 carbines and a brute shot, letting out a snarl of approval before quickly taking cover and firing at the Spartan's exposed position.

Pine centered the shaman's head in his DMR and pulled the trigger. The rifle kicked in his hands, placing a bullet directly at the back of its head. With a fountain of dark red blood pumping from the wound, the shaman fell to his knees before dying.

He shifted his aim, just as one of the captains moved out of his line of sight. The second one felt his mask knocked off by a second DMR shot and hit Pine back with another carbine.

Seeing his shields partly down, he kept the pressure, drilling two more bullets into the brute's neck before finally hitting a successful shot in its thick skull.

Something slammed into the last brute, causing it to stumble back. Bowman followed his blow by slamming the butt of his assault rifle into its head. The brute let out an aggravated snarl, spitting out a mixture of saliva, blood and teeth shards.

Ross put him down with the final rounds from his rifle.

Austal was face to face with the wraith and knew that he was too close for the main gun to eliminate him. It moved forward, causing him to instinctively shift backwards. The gunner quickly spotted him, opening fire.

He managed to dodge most of the shots, but found himself getting clipped a few times. It washed over his shield, rapidly reducing its strength.

The wraith accelerated forward as the driver hit the boosters, intent on squishing him. Looking back, Marcus quickly devised a plan in his head.

Just as the hull was about to splatter him, he leapt into the air, leaning backwards. The wraith came impossibly close with the gunner having stopped firing, stunned at what his partner was thinking.

The wraith hit the side door of a car just as Austal landed on the hood. He had his rifle aimed squarely at the brute gunner, squeezing the trigger.

At such a close range, the brute was mercilessly shredded to death, slumping down in his seat. Austal wasted no time in rolling onto the wraith's hull. He pulled another frag grenade from his belt and casually opened the hatch.

A surprised brute driver greeted him and he triggered it before casually lobbing the green pineapple into the hatch.

Bowman and Pine came out of cover just as the final wraith had exploded from Austal's grenade. The whining of engines had attracted their attention as they saw a half dozen phantoms fleeing their position. From their area, the Spartans heard the ODSTs letting out a loud cheer. They had been bearing the brunt of the attack and this was a welcome sign, at least for now.

Why would the brutes retreat though?

"How often do you see Covenant retreat for no reason?" Austal asked.

"You don't." Pine finished, "Unless they'll be back."

Bowman held up his hand, "No doubt about it. Get the wounded to the medical ward. I'm going to talk with Sunil on what our next move is going to be."

* * *

><p>Gabrielle Addison was lying down with the last strands of sleep fading when there was a gentle knock on her door.<p>

Swinging it open, she saw Marcus on the other side. For a second, she thought he had lost weight but then realized that he was only dressed in a sleek black suit with multiple sockets attached for armor components.

"Hi Marcus." She greeted without emotion.

"Hi." He looked past her, "Mind if I come in?"

Wordlessly, she moved to the side, allowing him entry. He silently shut the door behind them.

"This is about you being a Spartan right?"

"That depends if you're willing to listen to me."

"I'll be the one to judge." She crossed her arms over her chest.

"Gabrielle, I only lied to you because it was for your protection. If anything happens, god forbid and someone tries to come after us through our families or homes, you would be targeted! I don't want you to get hurt because of me!" She looked closer at him, tears beginning to glisten in both of his eyes, "You have to believe me! I will always do what is best for the people I care about." His hand slid over hers, "You are one of those people."

Over the time they had been together, neither of them would admit it to their friends, but it was so easy to tell that the two of them were falling in love with each other.

"Listen." Marcus' face was inches away from Gabrielle's, "I have to do this. We're doing everything we can to keep these monsters on our doorstep from getting to any of you. In order to do this, I have to risk my life out there and it will be worth it if you and every civilian here walks away from this alive."

She smelled the scent of sweat, burnt metal. He was calm, perfectly composed and the attitude carried everywhere he went. He was trying to fix the rift he had made between them and here she was rejecting any possibility it could work. Her stomach fluttered again, "What if you get killed? What am I supposed to do?"

Rather than reply, Marcus leaned forward, his lips touched hers for just a fraction of a second. It seemed as if an electric shock had transferred between them. Gabrielle's eyes slid shut before quickly opening again at a familiar disturbance. He had heard it too.

Someone was knocking at the door. Then a low rumble came from the direction of the barricade. The Covenant were at it again two hours after they retreated from their last attack.

Quickly, Austal took a step back as she moved over to open the door.

"Miss Addison." Meredith Adrian smiled before addressing him, "Spartan Austal."

"Agent Adrian." Austal stepped towards her, "What's going on?"

"Captain ordered you up to the command center. If we can't survive this wave, then we need to explore future options. I'm here with Miss Addison on another matter."

"Okay." He looked back at her before he was about to leave, "I'm sorry for everything I did wrong. I'll do whatever it takes to make it up to you."

"Don't apologize," Gabrielle threw her arms around his neck, burying her face, "Just come back alive."

She smiled up at him, traces of tears soaked into his undersuit, "I'll take a rain check on that though."

Knowing what she meant, he nodded before his expression changed. Gone was the Austal who she had seen as a façade and it was replaced by his true self; a cold, focused Spartan with a warm heart to defend the innocent.

* * *

><p><strong>The Spartans and ODSTs of NOCTURNE are out to repel yet another attack by the brutes, but very soon, they will be relieved!<strong>

**This should have been out a week ago, but I had a reference guide I was using to start on the Blades' 5th volume. It'll be well worth the wait. I promise with plenty of action and laughs!**

**Thanks for reading and reviewing, you give my writing purpose.**
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Fighting non-stop for five straight hours.

Ross Pine was a sniper, being able to sit still for hours on end to take a perfect shot that had the potential to turn the tide of an entire battle. The SRS fifth generation sniper rifle he had in his hands shot super-velocity antimaterial rounds that effortlessly ripped through shields and dense Covenant armor alike.

Most snipers worked in duos, with one manning the rifle and the other using optics to spot and laze targets for termination. Spartan snipers could work as one, with their HUDs displaying up to twenty different targets. He could also sort them out by the distance, enemy type, who was more dangerous, etc.

Although today, every one of the targets was dangerous. The measure of that was different.

For five long hours, Eon and the small company of ODSTs fought bitterly over the entrance to the highway against a never ending wave of Council of Chieftain forces.

They had the advantage, with high ground and good positioning, they were able to funnel advancing Covenant into kill zones. Pine himself was already scanning the next oncoming groups and picking off whatever seemed valuable. He could only do it so much as next to him was forty rounds of sniper ammunition, all that he had left.

The ammo situation had seriously gotten worse.

Despite their advantage, the Spartans could easily hold their own against the more powerful brutes.

The ODSTs weren't so lucky.

Already in the attack, more than twenty had been killed and many more wounded. The enemy's numbers were just too great. If they didn't get help soon, it was going to be all over. Both the military and civilians would die, all to a group of fanatical bloodthirsty brutes.

That was not going to happen.

Like clockwork, Pine's crosshairs remained just slightly in front of an advancing brute captain. He saw no other high ranking Covenant officer in the area and deduced that he was in charge. Taking him out would prove to be a bit disastrous to whatever lesser troops happened to be in the area.

His finger firmly began to squeeze the trigger and the sniper cracked, blowing out a slug that snapped the brute's head clean off faster than the blink of an eye.

Down beneath him, Austal, Fowler and Bowman were at the action's center. The three of them were set apart behind destroyed warthogs and firing at whatever popped into sight whenever possible. Countless grunts and jackals tried to advance into the base, but were only met with barrages of overwhelming firepower. Pine and a pair of ODST sharpshooters were keeping the tougher brutes at bay from concealed sniping positions atop the tunnel. They hadn't seen any hunters, but the longer they took, the more likelihood they would show.

All of a sudden, the enemy density began to lighten and they soon ran on the defensive. The survivors quickly fell back as the brutes finally showed themselves to cover their retreat. Three phantoms arced across the sky before settling behind the cover of some large piles of overturned vehicles.

"The hell." Fowler growled as he loaded additional twelve gauge shells into his shotgun, "Covenant leaving again?"

Pine saw the phantoms ascend once more before departing towards the city, "They're heading back to the city. Orders?"

"Hold position and remain on guard outside." Bowman ordered, "Fowler, Austal with me. If I'm right, they'll be back and we both know what's coming."

* * *

><p>"It's not every day you see Covenant on the run." Captain Sunil studied the scene at the tunnel entrance. Medical personnel were rushing gurneys with countless wounded ODSTs to the already crowded hospital section of the base, which had just finished tending to the last of the wounded civilians. The amount of supplies had been nearly exhausted, due to the thought of the Navy coming rather quickly. However, the help had yet to arrive and the wounded were continuing to be piled up.<p>

"We have about twenty soldiers remaining," Bowman said, "Plus you, me, my team and Agent Adrian. Rest is all wounded or dead."

"Sir, if I may." Fowler added, "Those Covenant are going to mount one final assault with everything they have. If you thought that this fight was exhausting, trust me, they're far from done."

"We won't survive another night and they know it."

"What about assistance?" Sunil furrowed his brow in frustration.

"Still nothing." Another ODST said, "All attempts to make additional contact have ceased."

"We don't have a lot of options Captain. Any minute, the Covenant could come right back on our doorstep and I don't think even we could hold them off."

"I'm open for ideas." Sunil sighed, "Just wish I had figured out how desperate of a situation we were in earlier."

Austal put a hand on his shoulder, "There's a lot of things I wish I had done differently. A lot of them Captain. No sense dwelling on it now."

He nodded. "What's your plan?"

* * *

><p>Fowler had never really given Bowman enough credit. He wasn't a risk taker or overly flashy leader, but every now and then, he had ideas that were insanely brilliant and stupid at the same time.<p>

Austal and the ODSTs spent an hour rounding up all three hundred refugees and preparing to move them out. Night was still present over the skyline with the sun supposed to rise in two and a half hours. Several empty trucks were found deeper in the tunnel, which they would use to put all the civvies on for moving.

Inside the crowd, he could see all the kids and the two teachers they had rescued among them and received an enormous hug from nearly all of them. He spotted Gabrielle as well but this time kept to his job, despite what he and the rest of the men were about to do could very well get him killed. There would be time to reconcile later, if there was such an opportunity.

Under the cover of darkness, they had quietly evacuated everyone to head further down the roads away from the Covenant occupied territory. One of the slightly wounded ODSTs, Corporal McKnight had volunteered to take point and lead the way to a secondary rendezvous point Sunil had marked. In addition, Adrian would accompany him.

"You're the only means of defense for all these people." Bowman handed the young trooper an M41 Jackhammer Rocket Launcher next to their lead vehicle. "Hopefully we can draw the majority of Covenant to thinking we're still holed up in the base and they'll not think about a rather dirty flanking routine. If you run into trouble," He gestured to the weapons, "That's all you've got."

"I won't let you down." He gave a salute. "I promise."

Bowman chuckled, "You won't let me down. It'll be all these people."

* * *

><p>The remaining twenty four soldiers returned to the front, taking position beside the spots where the enemy and their brothers had fallen. McKnight, Adrian and the civilians had departed an hour ago and were well away in the case they were overrun.<p>

"I got movement." Pine reported. While the ODSTs had hid themselves in shadowy areas, the Spartans utilized their cloaking units and were at the very front. The Covenant would meet them first.

"Incoming. Eight phantoms on a vector in our direction. ETA about fifty seconds."

"I see them."

"Wait until the footmen are past us." Bowman told Austal and Fowler. There will be a chieftain leading the charge. This is it everyone. Those people we just saved are counting on us. It's our last stand. My team and I will go down fighting if we have to and I expect you to do the same. However, if it is not the case with you, speak up now and begin your journey through the tunnels. Nobody here will think any less of you."

No replies of anyone leaving.

"Good." Bowman gripped his rifle a little tighter, "Leave the chieftain for Austal, Fowler or myself. Concentrate on creating as much chaos as possible to disorganize the first wave. There'll be a second one and it will be even bigger."

By now, the Spartans saw the approaching figures of tall brutes, accompanied behind by the grunts. They moved briskly towards their position with the gorilla creatures barking orders to stay alert as they moved closer. In the center, they easily spotted the ornate headdress of the largest brute there, the chieftain. He clutched a T-33 LAAW fuel rod, a rather nasty Covenant explosive launcher that posed a serious threat to any Spartan.

"This Prophet of Clairvoyance really seems concerned about our capabilities if they're sending a chieftain to lead the first wave." Austal noted, "Are they going to send us three in the second?"

"Why would you say that man?!" Fowler snapped back, "Now there'll be even more than that."

"Guys." Bowman interjected, "Focus."

The chieftain sniffed the air and let out a loud roar, causing the troops to halt.

"They're stopping." One ODST Sergeant noted the obvious, "Think they found the trap?"

It appeared so, as he steadily stepped forward, pointing his fuel rod gun at anything that he thought moved. They were angry their quarry had escaped, but were also curious on why they had been offered zero resistance.

"Fuck it." Bowman muttered, "Let em have it!"

At once, the entire team primed one grenade each, lobbing it over in the general direction of the brute force.

A yelp of surprise erupted from the other side as the grenades all detonated at the same time. It sounded like a flurry of cannon shots.

Through the smoke, the chieftain had survived and now looked around, snarling with anger at whoever had made such a cheap attack. His shields sparked and the grenades had worn out the gold armor to a dull sheen.

At the same time, both Bowman and Austal thought the exact thing. Automatically decloaking, they squeezed the trigger on their weapons, aimed directly at the enormous Covenant leader. He snarled, bringing his gun to bear, but the bullets had punched straight through and he went down in a bloody heap.

The death of the chieftain was a big moral blow to the rest of the foot soldiers in the first wave. The brutes' leadership quickly deteriorated and some of the less experienced grunts began to flee the scene or suicide themselves by running into the open with armed plasma grenades. They were killed before even getting within shooting distance.

"Hold this position!" Bowman shouted to everyone, "Do not let the Covenant break through!"

Ammo became scarce. Fowler and Austal knew that the two of them had weapons that chewed through bullets pretty quickly, given that the former was very liberal towards dispensation of shells towards the tough brutes.

Austal was in the middle of trying to put down a raging brute when his rifle clicked empty.

Not the best time to run out of ammo. Without hesitation, the beast grabbed him in a bear hug squeezing too tight for his own comfort. Austal quickly freed his arm and slugged him in the stomach. The ape loosened his grip, causing the two of them to stumble at the highway's edge.

His last resort, the two Sting Knives were in his hands and he lunged forward, the blades biting into the shoulder muscles. It must have hurt because it let out a pained scream, but amazingly managed to hit Austal over the head, dazing him. Nevertheless, he gripped the knives in both hands, driving them deeper inside, blood gushing out from the slices.

The creature tried one last lame attempt to hit Austal, but the loss of so much blood had slowed movements and he even let it hit him, only to have the shields easily shrug off the blow before it finally collapsed. With a grunt, he yanked both knives out, the blades both soaked in dark red blood.

A sound alerted him, as well as everyone else. On hot approach were ten phantoms some of them carrying wraiths, accompanied by a squad of banshees.

No weapons, no ammo and surrounded by angry brutes, grunts and jackals.

Austal was never afraid of death before. Neither were the rest of the Spartans or ODSTs. It was all part of the job.

And he never got to say goodbye if he didn't even come back.

Something caught his eye, glowing orange. For a second he thought it was the rising sun, but it was still too dark for the dawn. The orange light came closer and suddenly more appeared in the distance.

The closest one slammed into a phantom, blooming a giant orange explosion. The other orange points found similar actions, targeting the banshees and phantoms closing on their position.

A roar of jet engines sounded over head.

Broadsword fighters.

Sounds of a different jet engine came from the other side as a stream of fire raked the highway where the Covenant were positioned. The pelican banked to the left to launch a missile barrage at the remaining brute attackers before moving off.

He had no conscious idea, but he was screaming at the top of his lungs. Similarly, everyone else having to endure the trials since the battle's beginning were experiencing similar euphoric expressions.

ODSTs were hugging, laughing and cheering as the help they had waited so long for, had finally arrived.

With reinforcements on hand, no longer were Eon on the defensive. It was time to tell the Covenant that this was humanity's world and they were here to take it back.

* * *

><p><strong>Time to switch gears and shut the books on this failed Covenant invasion. It's going to be tough, but Eon is nearly though! Glad the Navy finally got an opportunity to relieve our heroes!<strong>

**Happy Thanksgiving to all who celebrate and to anyone shopping on Black Friday, may the sales be ever in your favor.**

**Thanks for reading and reviewing, you give my writing purpose.**


	37. Final Drive I

**Lumbar Mountain Range, Providence**

**December 1, 2557**

Although the Council of Chieftains was now on the defensive, the fight for the planet was far from over. Brute forces still maintained an iron grip on New Addie as well as the majority of the continental area west of the capital city.

Thanks to _Abdicated Fortitude_'s retreat from a surprise UNSC naval assault, Admiral Brady and the _Diablo_ were able to provide much needed reinforcements to the exhausted Eon and their ODST contingent. The cruiser had already detected the convoy of survivors from the base and sent Pelicans to evacuate them to a trio of UNSC corvettes who would then take all the civvies to the safe space of Jupiter. They then provided relief in the form of reinforcements and medical supplies to the wounded.

This was the beginning of Operation: FINAL DRIVE, the UNSC's last homecoming push to end the war on Providence once and for all to drive the Council of Chieftains and their followers away. Fighting nonstop for nearly three days now, this would be Eon's last mission before a long well-deserved leave for a couple months.

Despite all of their protests to stay on duty, Tyrant wouldn't take no to his assigning.

"Think of it as paid vacation." He said during their debrief, "Right after you complete this last assignment."

"This is Frostbite Four-One, airspace is clear, standing by to assault perimeter defenses with a full payload of sixty eighty eights." On the orbital feed just at the edge of the mountains, a holographic display of three broadsword fighter squads rapidly approached the main brute forces.

"Frostbite Four-One, you are green for engaging."

"Knocking on the door. Five seconds. Weapons away." Just as the pilot replied, several of the enemy blips vanished.

"Confirmed Frostbite Four-One, all perimeter targets are neutralized. Pull your boys back and ready escort. Time for Phase Two."

* * *

><p>The interior of the <em>Diablo<em> was a flurry of activity on its starboard side hangars. More than a dozen pelicans sat in the bays, all of them loading the mighty M808B scorpion tanks. Crewman rushed to meet the schedule, loading ordinance and performing final checks before the operation kic

Weighing at sixty six metric tons with super dense Titanium-A armor, the scorpions were the UNSC's primary armored fighting vehicle. Production started out with the M808B variant bearing the brunt of the human's vehicular force, however the Bravo model became much more scarce after the war and the standard 808 became the mainline. However, that didn't mean the Bravo model was retired. The UNSC's scorpion tanks of all variants were as lethal as any and with threats coming from out and within, all the assets available were necessary.

Packing a single M510 ninety mm smooth bore cannon, the shells ripped straight through enemy shields and made a complete mess out of anything that was organic. Even the mighty hunters stood no chance after being directly hit by the lethal gun.

The tanks all had an emblem painted into the right sides of their hull, depicting a black hooded figure with a scythe in one hand and holding up tiny skulls. Some of the tanks had their emblems with more skulls than others.

These scorpions were those of the famous Reaper Company, one of the most decorated armored battalions during the Human-Covenant War. Originally, numbering forty tanks, Reaper Company participated in massive UNSC drives, most notably the Battle of Mare Erythraeum and the Battle of Istanbul, where they were the only armored unit to stand between four Covenant columns and a massive scarab. Through several hours of brutal fighting, they prevented them from advancing into south and east Europe, where the armed forces located inside the city still had yet to ready themselves.

Six of the Reaper's tanks were destroyed that day, but in their eyes it was a fair trade as they had demolished nearly three times that amount in Covenant assets, plus a scarab walker.

At the end of the docks, two of the pelicans were going to carry the rarer M850s, better known as Grizzlies. The two commanders of the Reapers would be commandeering these ones.

The _Diablo_ had now descended to twenty thousand feet, just over the peaks of the Lumbar Mountains. One by one, the pelican's engines fired up and they accelerated out of the hangar down to the surface.

"All Reapers online."

"Rodger." The Sergeant shut the hatch to his Grizzly, "Reaper Two is ready."

After all members of the tank battalion checked in, Reaper One began to address his team, "Alright boys, here's the plan. Operation: FINAL DRIVE is in full swing. Our targets are two Covenant spires, one in downtown New Addie and two of the Spartans are taking the second out a couple miles out to sea. One of them contains a teleportation terminal linked directly to the Covenant battleship. One it is down, the navy will eliminate the carrier. In order to make the approach to the city spire possible, we need to eliminate the hostile antiaircraft wraiths. They'll shoot our birds right out of the sky." He paused for a moment, "Any questions?"

No replies. "Good. We just got the green light. Prep all systems online."

"Roger." The second in command replied, "Reaper Two ready."

After all the tank crews checked in, Reaper Two shut a visor over his helmet with the digital display. The grizzly was still locked to the pelican and a quick look at his surroundings.

By now the pelican had descended to a couple hundred feet above a plain field, surrounded by his fellow comrades. The skyline of New Addie loomed in the distance and even more ominously was the bulbous Covenant battleship holding position right above it.

Some of the buildings were billowing black smoke to trail into the sky while other parts of the former beautiful metropolis seemed to be unscathed by plasma. One of the buildings had a pair of spider-like scarab walkers clinging to its face. Just before the first large cluster of buildings, the Covenant spire stood out, its vivid purple color contrasting the gray structures erected around it.

"Approaching designated drop zone. ETA in thirty."

"Copy that!" Reaper One boomed, "All Reapers, prep for armor drop!"

"We got bogeys incoming on our eleven!" No sooner the pilot called it out, the pelicans shook as a flock of seraph fighters strafed the lines. Luckily a squad of broadswords had swooped in, watching the dropships from above to save them from a shootdown.

Reaper Two looked over to his co-pilot and they fist bumped, noting that the pelicans were descending. The fun was about to start.

"Ten seconds out."

"Copy that." Two ran a quick scan of his systems, all green.

"Five. Four. Three. Two. One." The pilot called out, "Disengaging clamps, releasing armor. Go get em Reapers."

The two clamps holding the grizzly released and the tank was in freefall for a good twenty feet before impacting the ground, its treads flexing as it absorbed the shock of the eighty ton machine.

The pelicans dropping off the armored division slowed to a crawl and then accelerated into the sky upon releasing their cargo.

"I think we got their attention." Reaper One commented. Just in front of the spire, the crew could see a dozen banshees headed their way. Just at the end of the field were three wraiths, already active and moving in their crablike manner. "Alright boys, pick your lucky targets!"

There was no hesitation to fire. Both grizzlys were leading the pack and opened up with their twin one twenties right after another. They slammed into two of the wraiths putting them out of the fight.

The scorpions behind let out their shells of doom. The third wraith never stood a chance and the banshees had all been swatted out of the sky like flies.

"That the best they got?"

"Easy Redeye." Reaper One said, "That was just the first wave. Recon said that there were sizeable amounts so expect anything from wraiths to a scarab."

"And everything in between."

"That's right Ram. Reaper Two, take Raven and Raider to the left side to scout up. The rest of you are maintaining this heading."

"Copy. Raven, Raider on me."

"Roger." Both chimed.

Reaper Two throttled forward, parting the side field as they came into the suburban area. A small playground obstructed their access to the street, but the grizzly had flattened it.

"That's what I love about tanks." Raider chuckled from behind, "We always got the right of way."

Reaper Two followed the street as it looped around the suburban area. They had just reached one of the subcities of New Addie and had about two miles until they hit the spire.

"Hang on." Raven reported, "My motion tracker picked up a vehicle."

Reaper Two's remained clear, "Mine's clear."

"Yeah. Nothing." Raider added.

"Keep your eyes peeled." He said, "Reaper One, how's it going?"

"Lots of brute armor." Even over the rumbling of the tank's engine, they could hear the booming sounds of the UNSC tank cannons firing. To them, it was a sweet sweet sound. "Multiple wraiths engaging on us. If possible, cut through the residential area and cut off any reinforcements. I don't want us walking into a trap."

Raven's cannon barked and Reaper two saw a shot punch straight through a rather nice house. Smoke suddenly blossomed on the other side and shards of metal exploded out onto the street. Some of the pieces glowed dull orange.

"Brute chopper." Raven said after a moment of silence.

"Let's not overstay ourselves," Reaper Two proceeded forward, casting a look at the smoldering hunk of metal and mangled body at the back. "All this cover with the houses gives them an advantage so keep eye on the corners."

Five minutes later, Reaper Two, Raven and Raider had left the housing area and now advanced to the highway. They had left four more destroyed choppers in their wake.

Realigned with Reaper One just a few minutes behind, Reaper Two and his two scorpion accomplices pressed forward, moving a couple miles away from the spire, the designated target.

"Reaper One, we got a problem."

"Say again Reaper Two."

"Significant brute armor obstructing our path." The tank driver's eyes widened, never had he seen one up close.

"Significant?"

"Hostile scarab class armor blocking our advance to the spire. Requesting backup now!"

The monstrous quadrupedal machine resembled a giant purple quadrupedal spider and possessed enough firepower to turn event the mighty grizzlies into heaps of slag. The lights at the very front shifted down to see the three tanks and judging by its tense posture, it did not greet them fairly well.

Reaper Two led off with two shots, followed by Raven and Raider. The smoothbore shells detonated straight at its "eyes" but visibly did little damage.

A loud screech followed and the scarab's mouth began glowing green.

"Move!" Reaper Two screamed to his two compatriots. He knew exactly what was about to happen.

Jerking the throttle and twisting the grizzly to move laterally, the tank lurched forward just as the scarab targeted and fired a devastating beam of plasma. Fortunately, the main gun traveled at a slower speed, so they had to time it right in order to survive. Their odds of three tanks against a monstrous scarab were very lopsided.

Raven and Raider circled underneath the tank, taking shots at its belly. To their dismay, the undercarriage was thickly armored and it did nothing more to piss it off. The scarab backed up, trying to expose the threats underneath, but it never took its eyes off Reaper Two.

"Destroy the scarab now!"

He fired both cannons just as the scarab fired again, the shells did nothing to stop the plasma stream and his movement just got all but one tread. The Titanium armor covering it immediately burned off in an explosion and parts of the motor had melted too.

"Fuck." Reaper Two cursed, seeing the scarab still ignoring Raider and Raven and preparing to deliver a final shot. His hands trembled as he tried to hit the escape hatch. If he had enough time, maybe he could be out of the vehicle before it was vaporized. The tread was destroyed and the tank immobilized, hence its uselessness. The scarab had the vehicle squarely in its sights and was already charging a finishing blow.

"Sorry girl." He remorsefully apologized, chuckling slightly from the irony of him talking to a machine. It was the first time he had ever done so.

The hatch opened with a hiss and he peered out to see the scarab nearly done charging its fatal beam.

A flurry of shots suddenly erupted from the right as Reaper One and the rest of the company had arrived. They had seen Reaper Two's predicament and wasted no time in saving their comrade.

The scarab turned its attention to the nine tanks approaching and fired back. The beam cut through the air and all the UNSC assets scattered like a bunch of roaches.

"All units OPEN FIRE!" Reaper One shouted.

At once, another volley of thunderbolts crashed into the scarab's front legs, detonating in deafening balls of fire. The scarab suddenly collapsed to the ground, with a third round from all available units severing the joints.

"Reaper Two? You okay?"

"Yeah. Thanks for the save."

Reaper One chuckled, "You can buy us all a drink later."

"Can't wait." He couldn't help but grin at the rest of the company's laughs that followed.

* * *

><p>"Command, perimeter defenses around the downtown spire are neutralized. Proceeding with Phase Three."<p>

"Copy Reaper One, take all remaining assets in fighting condition and eliminate the brute offensive occupying the highway entrance west of your location. Spartan team is active and en route."

Two pelicans crested the sky, banking left to face the spire. The structure served as an outpost from the Abdicated Fortitude and its carrier escort. The remains of their fleet had engaged the Diablo and her own fleet and losing rapidly. Without the assistance of the battleship or the carrier, it was only a matter of time before the UNSC came out on top.

Fowler and Austal were taking the city spire, while Bowman and Pine were out against the one situated off the coast. The Council of Chieftains were feeding troops from the carrier down to the planet from one of those two spires, which housed a teleportation terminal.

Unfortunately any HAVOK warheads were out of system and wouldn't reach Providence for a couple of days which could prove disastrous, so an EOD team from the Diablo had recovered a M4093 Hyperion missile that was launched and deactivated earlier in the battle, using its three warheads to improvise. Techs had already outfitted timers and detonators to them and all they needed was to commence delivery.

One of the warheads was nearly ten feet long and it was far too heavy for two Spartans to carry, so it was strapped to a flatbed warthog and would be dropped off at the top floor.

Fowler and Austal immediately saw small groups of grunts and brutes firing up at them with small arms in attempt to defend their position. The pelican's chin mounted gun spooled up and it sent a solid stream of light down at the floor, mincing all the hostile infantry on the top floor.

"LZ is clear, I'm bringing you down." The pilot confirmed before slowly descending down to level out with the deck.

Fowler and Austal jumped out, performing a quick scan of the area as the second pelican detached the flatbed warthog with the improvised nuke.

"Let's clear the inside."

The closest door opened up and they stepped through into a large bluish chamber. A large set of doors was ahead and they parted to reveal a group of brutes, including a captain with a hammer.

The Spartans both primed a grenade and tossed it up the ramps to their location. They detonated, killing three brutes and alerting them to their position.

Fowler sprinted forward, finding the closest target and letting loose with his assault rifle. Further back, Austal dropped one with six bursts from a BR85. He then unslung a brute shot and rapidly fired all four grenades, clearing most everyone out.

The captain had staggered back and swung his arms around to strike with the hammer, just as Fowler put a full clip into him and Austal had launched two grenades right at his face.

"Clear."

"Alright, let's secure the terminal."

The two of them proceeded cautiously up to the main room, stacking up on the sides of the door when it opened. It wasn't uncommon for something unconventional like the brute stalker units to be lying in wait.

"Hey," Fowler stopped looking over his shoulder, "What is it?"

"Something feel kind of off to you?"

"What are you talking about?"

Austal shrugged, taking a look around, "I mean this. We blew past a scarab and two lances of brute infantry. You think an entrance to a capital ship wouldn't be more heavily guarded?"

"No idea."

They proceeded slowly inside the room, noting a large purple circle and a small console floating in midair at the back of the room.

They noticed something else too. A dark object about the size of a mongoose ATV sat in the corner and beeped online, a motion sensor detecting the two Spartans.

Fowler and Austal were already in fight or flight mode with every fiber of their instinct screaming at them to get out. He didn't need to give it a second glance to know that it was a bomb.

The younger Spartan was already scared enough and they quickly bolted to the exit when it exploded.

Both of them were thrown in the air as if they were rag dolls as the entire chamber atop the spire exploded, blue fire shooting out of the open roof and side entrances. The warthog was hit by a concussive wave and it teetered on the deck's edge before slipping off the side, crashing two hundred and ten feet below.

Fowler was lucky and managed to land on his stomach, hearing his own heart beat rather loudly in his ears. Austal on the other hand, had hit the wall with his back taking the brunt of the impact.

Austal had done a little bit of work with explosives and bombs during his tenure with the Marine expeditionary forces and it could be much of a liability when it came to deducing with extreme precision about any explosive device in how and if it would kill.

Fowler had a slight cushion from the blast and probably suffered from broken bones, but Austal's back was closer and he had been catapulted forward by the extreme pressure with the force turning him around and slamming into the wall hard enough to partially tear through.

He found himself shivering and it wasn't even from the matched temperature his MJOLNIR was providing and his mind flashed through various scenarios upon his death. Lately, he had listed Gabrielle Addison as his only family contact and now he could see her at the next door apartment, answering to a pair of stern uniformed men and being regretfully informed that he has died in a bomb explosion. The fantasy scene was enough to block out the frantic calls from the pilot to their transponders. He had some very close calls as a Spartan, but this one easily topped them all by a longshot.

The hum of engines faded into hearing just as blackness claimed his eyes.

* * *

><p><strong>Nice close call at the end. Sorry I haven't been on for a while, but I fully intend to finish the story and start again.<strong>

**Thanks for reading and reviewing, you give my writing purpose.**


	38. Final Drive II

**December 1, 2557**

Austal grinned wolfishly as a bikini clad Gabrielle Addison kicked up a spray of crystal blue water giggling as it hit him squarely in the chest.

"Yeah right!" He took off after her, racing alongside the edge of the quiet beach, "You're not getting away that easy!"

His long strides easily caught up to her fleeing form and he gently grabbed her waist from behind and lifted her up, earning a squeal of delight, effortlessly carrying her back to where a large cloth had been laid out on the sandbar.

"Put me down!" She protested, but couldn't help herself from laughing.

"You don't want to do that to me again!" He chuckled, "Now you're going to pay for it!"

He gently laid down on the cloth with her next to him and he wrapped an arm around. The sun kissed their skin and made sparkles off the tiny water droplets clinging to their bodies. Waves hit the beach in a calm, rhythmic serene matter, but his attention was focused on the perfectly curvy body of the young woman next to him. Her dark blue eyes met his steel gray and he brought his lips to the corners of her mouth.

Gabrielle's eyes slid shut as he rolled on all fours, positioning himself on top of her, his own libido intensifying his lust. Her hands slid down to the top of his pants, grasping the edge.

* * *

><p>Marcus awoke with a jolt, having just been snapped back from his fantasy. The pleasant dreams were replaced by sharp stinging pains in his back, almost as if red hot nails were embedded inside his skin.<p>

The sound of waves crashing against the beach were replaced by a steady machinery noises, monitoring his own vitals. The salty smell of the sea was now the familiar recycled air used aboard a space borne vessel. A long clear tube IV was linked into his left arm and he saw three more tubes with a red, amber and pale liquids being injected into his chest and shoulders.

Fowler. He had to get to his brother. Was he dead?

Last thing he remembered was trying to run away from a Covenant spire because of a booby trap. Then there was a thunderous explosion and it had knocked them around.

Before either Spartan had lapsed into unconsciousness, Austal and Fowler were brought aboard one of the pelicans providing overwatch and headed straight for the _Diablo_. Neither of them could sit steadily straight for a few seconds, but to the amazed expressions of the marines inside, they both bumped fists before removing their helmets and grinning at one another. They acted as if the serious injuries they sustained were nonexistent.

Austal chuckled lowly before his laughs began to grow and eventually he was laughing like a madman as all the stress and fear were being purged from his mind.

Fowler was right there, joining him.

* * *

><p><strong>Council of Chieftains CAS-carrier <strong>_**Hymn of Morality**_** 2 miles west of New Addie, Providence **

Jiralhanae shipmaster Deatum slammed down his fist into the side of his command seat with such fury that it had partially dented the arm. Nearby an unggoy scribe threw down his recording device and scampered out of the bridge, not wanting to be the subject of vented rage.

The carrier's bridge was busy in recalling all available troops back to the ship for a hasty escape and Deatum, being a member of the seven prime chieftains knew that the _Abdicated Fortitude_ would stand alone against the UNSC.

"Antonius is hailing us shipmaster." One of the communication officers informed him.

Deatum nodded, "Set line to private frequency. I need to speak to him alone."

A hologram materialized in front of the shipmaster, slowly assembling to form the heavily muscled and tribal robed shape of Antonius. He was the de facto leader of the Council of Chieftains, having led multiple glorious campaigns during the Great Schism and then slaughtering hundreds of individuals when the prophets had gone into hiding.

"Deatum, what are you doing?"

"Pulling all my available troops back to the carrier. We've lost Antonius, it's over."

Deatum had to hand it to his longtime friend and ally. Antonius would be designated as a high priority target by humans once this conflict had hit is inevitable end. Strongly loyal and taking any slight sign of the prophets to renew his own faith, he had no qualms to lead his own forces to suicide in the hopes of salvation.

"You cannot do this to me! All of what we have been through and you are going to depart like a coward?"

The jiralhanae chuckled, "You just saw what the humans did to us no? All available ships we had, they tore to pieces and it's only a matter of time before we are overwhelmed. I had already told you that attacking a human colony like this was not a great idea and now we have paid the price by losing a lot of our assets. Today, cowards are the ones who live and fight again. You want to stay and die? Fine!" He shut off the channel and sighed. Antonius had always been a friend and someone he could trust.

Then again, his own species often put their zealous nature of faith well before any other type of common sense. Deatum shook his head, he wouldn't make that same mistake.

"Navigation, the second all troops are back aboard, get us out of here."

There was no regret for staying behind to help Antonius' last stand. If he thought this was his own way to fulfill the Prophet of Clairvoyance's wish to paradise, then so be it.

* * *

><p><strong>Off the coast of New Addie, Providence<strong>

The rumbling vibrated off the seabed as the long quadrupedal form of a T-47 Scarab walker shone a bright flashlight from its face as it scanned the floor.

"Easy." Bowman whispered from his position, an eye on the motion tracker, but never averting his gaze from the uber unit.

Controlled by individual alien worms called Lekgolo, a modern scarab was one of the multiple forms encountered and used by the Covenant.

Lekgolo worms were extremely sensitive to electronics and could detect even the slightest waves. Inside a scarab, they were terrifying in a sense that they operated a machine that was bent on destroying nearly anything that defied it.

Finally it seemed to lose interest in whatever had caught its attention before it stood on its hind legs and ascended the cliff above, quickly disappearing out of sight.

"We're clear." Pine rose from his hiding place just behind a tall rock, moving slowly. "Oxygen levels maintaining, water pressure is okay for now."

"Roger." Bowman joined him, "We're about six hundred meters from the target and proceeding."

While both Spartans had access to MJOLNIR armor, they had instead opted for the higher durability Mark III Cyclops class exoskeleton since their operation would be taking place sixty feet below the sea.

News of Austal and Fowler's injuries had served to improve both Pine's and Bowman's resolve to locate and destroy both of the last ships that the brutes still had. Although now they were aware the carrier was pulling out, but the _Abdicated Fortitude_ remained where it was, firmly in between the UNSC fleet and the planet of Providence.

No dropships had been seen arriving or leaving the Covenant battleship, so intelligence deduced that they were using teleportation terminals to ferry troops and supplies between the ship and its ground base. Austal and Fowler took one that proved to be a trap, which meant that the second one, jutting off the city's coast had to be the one.

On Pine's back lay the second Hyperion warhead salvaged from the deactivated missile. No HAVOKs were available and they had every intention coming back from this one alive. Against brutes, both Spartans would want their armor.

Both suits were armed with a revolving rocket pod on their left arm and a 30 millimeter gun on their right to improve ranged capabilities. In melee combat, the Cyclops was able to rip apart anything from grunts to hunters and everything in between.

The spire rose up in front of them like an immense pillar. The legs had rooted it to the seabed and kept it firmly in place, capable of surviving even tsunamis should they strike. Somewhere inside was the teleport channel that led to the battleship.

"Command, we are at the base of the spire." Bowman flexed his left arm, which had a climbing claw, "On our way up."

"Roger that."

Bowman heard a click and saw that his boots had extended spikes that assisted in climbing. He slammed a claw into the wall and quickly began his ascent up. They would reach the ground floor and take the lift to where the terminal awaited.

A pair of grunts found themselves grabbed over the edge and then violently tossed into the ocean below.

Bowman and Pine hauled themselves up, retracting their boot spikes and taking a careful look around. The base circled the tower, giving them a look at the smoke columns that came from battle sites around New Addie. It wasn't pretty.

A startled yelp brought them back to reality as a grunt spotted the suits and made a run to tell its superiors.

Bowman raised his cannon and fired a single shot. The grunt vanished in an explosion that sent pulpy bits of blue everywhere.

Without warning, a klaxon began to blare, followed by a gruff gibberish over loudspeakers that needed no translation.

That's what the suits were there for. Bowman's Cyclops was designated "Tin Man" while Pine piloted "Darth Helmet" and packing the firepower to fight their way onto the battleship.

Resistance around the base wasn't overly challenging. The few brutes that were there got cannon fire up their asses, causing the grunts to scatter and be easy clawing work.

They finally made it to the lift and ascended up, already knowing the layout from Eon Two and Four's recon of the previous one.

Emerging at the top, the doors opened to see a pack of a dozen brutes, all armed with brute shots and fuel rod guns.

Neither Spartan had time to react as they were slammed by grenades and flung to the back of the room. Sparks danced on the armor plating and the sudden assault had surprised both of them. The brutes let out a howl of triumph as they pressed forward, now their claws gripped the armor openings, trying in vain to pry it off and devour its two pilots.

Bowman ignored all warnings on his system, bringing Tin Man to try and stand upright. Hydraulic fluids were leaking and his system showed critical damage to his armor integrity. The Cyclops had no shields or protection to take the brunt of powerful attacks.

The brutes laughed just as Bowman lunged upwards, his strength quickly deteriorating and slammed the two trying to pry off his helmet into the wall. They hit with such force that snapped their thick necks.

Now it was their turn to be surprised as Pine rose up from his position. His own suit wasn't as damaged, but it was still far from functioning perfectly. Both of them raised their cannon arms and opened up with the explosive shells.

They tore straight through their power armor as if it was paper, clearing out half the opposition before they could even fire back. Eventually a captain fired his fuel rod, impacting Bowman straight in the chest. He collapsed back, groaning in pain when it had exploded, nearly vaporizing the entire armor layering.

Ross barged forward, balling a fist in his left hand and slugging it forward. The brute dropped the fuel rod and laid on the ground, its skull completely caved in.

Jake felt something lift his arm and turned around to see Pine supporting his more damaged side.

"C'mon boss. Let's finish this."

The teleportation terminal was active when they arrived, a single luminous blue circle with a small console to its right.

Pine was about to step in when he didn't sense Bowman's presence behind. He turned around to see the second Cyclops at the chamber's entrance.

"What are you waiting for?" He demanded, "Let's go."

"No." Bowman sadly stated, "You're going in. Prime the warhead. Destroy the battleship," He raised his missile cylinder, "I'll make sure nobody comes after you."

"I can't leave you Cap." What was he going to tell Austal and Fowler?

"You don't have a choice Spartan. Now I'm giving you an order. Are you going to disobey it?"

Ross shook his head, it came all of a sudden that Bowman had his back for the last time. "Hey." He took on a softer tone, "It's going to be ok. I'll see you on the other side."

"It was a pleasure Captain." Pine turned and stepped into the terminal. Moments later, he was enveloped in a brilliant light and had vanished when it faded.

Bowman turned back and only had to wait a couple of moments before a pair of figures emerged at the entrance. Wielding fearsome gravity hammers and with tribal insignia of a chieftain, the two brutes held leading positions in the jiralhanae radical group. More movement appeared from behind them as a squad of the shrill screaming shamans joined the pack.

Opening up his move with a volley of missiles, the chieftains leaped to the left to avoid the explosive warheads. The shamans however, weren't so lucky and they disappeared in the fiery blooms.

Training his cannon left, he punched through the wall in an attempt to take them out through cover. Then without warning, one of the chieftains leapt out with his hammer.

Jake felt the weapon's head strike the suit from behind and found himself flung forward. He tumbled on the ground and fired back with his guns. As it flared on his shields, the chieftain's armor shimmered from a small gold module at his waist.

Bowman ceased fire, there was no use to shoot him down with an invincibility module active.

The second chieftain emerged just as the invincibility on the first had faded.

Out of moves and out of time, this was the last thing he could do to buy Eon Three some time.

"Voice command activate engine fail-safe. Authorization passcode: Cedo Nulli."

After saying the motto of the 37th Special Shock Division, the voiceover of Tin Man had come online, "Command accepted. Overloading engine and ready for fail safe upon command."

The Cyclops' engine popped out from his back and glowed a dull red as heat waves vented out to expose the power core.

"Disengage weapons."

"Weapons disengaged." The brutes seemed surprised at the action when his rocket pod and cannon suddenly snapped off the arms.

"Ross, you can it man. I believe in you." He grinned over his last minutes, "Brett, I apologize for taking you too seriously. You're a great soldier and someone I could really believe in and Marcus," He gave a sad smile, "I know you'll take good care of her."

Death came to all, especially soldiers and he knew that some of the comrades he had fought alongside thought of the weirdest things. He knew why because the image of his ex and Sugar couldn't be taken out of his head.

Fuck them.

The brutes had charged, seeing what he was about to do and their expressions had changed from confusion to anger and then to determination.

They never even stood a chance.

Bowman activated the fail safe, causing himself and Tin Man to explode in a brilliant fireball.

The brute chieftains were just about to swing and deliver a deathly crushing blow when the detonation caught them by surprised. Both were instantly vaporized.

The explosion had lit up the entire tower, blowing through most of the walls that protected the terminal. The structure shuddered, with some support columns buckling from the force and yet it stayed upright despite the instability.

* * *

><p>"Bowman I'm inside." Pine examined his surroundings of typical blue-purple chamber. He was relieved there were no hostiles, but it was more unnerving that Bowman wasn't answering his comms. "Captain?"<p>

He already knew what had happened, "Shit."

He smashed through one of the locked doors, making his way towards the _Fortitude_'s center. There was no doubt that once his presence was made, he would have to deal with tons of enemy reinforcements.

His destination was a large hollow area at the center of the battleship with multiple transit trains capable of moving troops and supplies throughout the ship with ease. All he needed was to set the warhead to detonate close to the ship's reactor and hightail it out of there.

A group of grunts and jackals caught his attention and he spun his cannon up, popping four rounds that exploded on impact, silencing their approach.

Proceeding down another hallway, he emerged at another door, which this time parted upon sensing his presence.

A long platform proceeded a massive cavernous space that must've stretched nearly a hundred and fifty feet high. Glowing blue lights lit the entire place and at the far end was another bright tubular plasma core, the ship's reactor.

One of the cars was fast approaching with reinforcements, so Pine let loose a swarm of rockets that killed most off and he mopped up the last two brutes with his gun.

With a hiss, the warhead detached from his back and he held the detonator in front of his face to allow the computer to scan his eye for authenticity. It pulsed green and he typed in a four digit code to be armed, setting a timer for two minutes.

Setting it on the train, he waited until it departed before making his way back.

Antonius cocked his hand back and let go of the spike grenade, arcing it towards the biped behemoth charging towards him. The grenade detonated, showering Pine with spikes, but his armor held off the razor projectiles.

In a second, he locked on a missile and fired back, causing the chieftain to dive for cover. With him clear, he sprinted right towards the teleportation terminal, activating it and vanishing a split second later.

Antonius let out an annoyed growl, furious that the human had escaped. What he couldn't comprehend was what the human had come onboard for and suddenly leave.

Then it dawned on him. No attempt to take control of weapons or the bridge and he was the leader and yet it had brushed past him without giving a second glance. The ship was the target.

Back down in the main chamber, the timer ran down to zero.

The _Abidcated Fortitude_'s center hull suddenly expanded from a brilliant white light followed by an enormous explosion that was bright enough to be seen even on the planet's dark side. The heat was blistering enough to be felt by the UNSC fleet opposite it close to the moon.

Onboard the _Diablo_ and her fleet, all the bridge crews got a front row seat of the Covenant battleship's demise. The standoff was going on for too long and it was only a matter of time before one of the sides broke.

Either way, it didn't stop them from letting out a loud cheer. The Battle of Providence was finally over.

* * *

><p><strong>The conflict may be over, but we have several loose ends to tie!<strong>

**Thanks for reading and reviewing, you give my writing purpose.**


	39. Finale

**Burton Medical Facility**

**Insularia, Luna**

**December 2, 2557**

"Oh my God!" Gabrielle gasped, putting a hand to her mouth and rushed to the ward's bedside where Austal lay unmoving. His hair had grown out thicker and his normally clean shaven face now sported a five o clock shadow. Seeing all the equipment hooked up to him, providing him with an essence he required for the time being for survival. She knew that he was always a strong person, both in a physical and mental firms, but the sight of him being helpless was nearly too much.

"Miss Addison?" A pretty blonde nurse approached from behind, Austal had listed her as an emergency contact during an update in his service. "I need to change his IV if you don't mind."

"No go ahead." She scooted aside and bowed her head before the nurse did her job.

"Hey." She looked up to see her placing a hand on her knee, "I know it's hard for something like this to happen, but he cares a lot about you. You're a very lucky and special person to have his attention."

"He's all I've got." She whispered, almost inaudible.

"Well he's a fighter all right. When he was brought in, there were half a dozen fragments of armor inside his back, miraculously missing his spine or any vital organs, although he did lose a lot of blood. If everything checks out, he can be out tomorrow afternoon. You know he was worried about you?"

"He was?" Gabrielle wiped a tear from her eye.

"Oh yes. He was worried you weren't going to come and visit him because he never said who he was."

Lying on a deathbed made some people talk about crazy things, regretful memories, cheerful ones and mostly, secrets, ones that people shouldn't know.

Marcus had told her about himself being a Spartan, but she didn't hold any of his secret keeping against him. As a matter of fact, she adored the fact that he was dauntless enough to put his own well-being on the line to protect those who couldn't protect themselves. Sometimes she was better off not knowing some of the things that he did, but at the same time, he kept any sensitive topics about his work away from when they spent time together.

"If you need anything Miss Addison, just flip that buzzer switch over there," She gestured to a white display by the doorway, "We're just right outside."

"Thank you."

As the nurse departed, Gabrielle felt something soft and warm touch her palm and looked up.

Marcus had regained consciousness and had tilted his head, staring at her. His face turned from surprised to happy as he tried to speak, but the oxygen tube prevented any words from coming out. Shakily, he used his free hand to try and remove the tube.

"No," Gabrielle put her other hand on his and set it down, "You need some rest."

He nodded and his eyes began to dip shut.

She had no idea why it struck her mind, but it felt right. She drifted over to his side, face just hovering over his limp form and planted a soft kiss on his forehead before it met her cheek.

"Please don't ever do that to me again." She whispered, "I can't lose you."

More than anything, Marcus wanted to kiss her, but he once again cursed the breathing tube attached to his nose and mouth. Still, he enjoyed the moment until he had finally settled back into sleep.

* * *

><p><strong>Colonial Natural Resources Department Earth and Luna Headquarters<strong>

**Vancouver, URNA**

The Terran headquarters for the CNRD had undergone extensive repairs ever since Gustafson had blown parts of it up and held dozens of people hostage in order to obtain classified information. The hole had been mostly repaired and people were bustling around their normal duties, this time all with smiles. As a community, the city of Vancouver had reached out with open arms to their new agency's tenant inside the metropolitan area, paying tribute in sports events held inside the city for the victims and vigils to ensure that such a tragic and unspoken act of evil could never occur again.

Following her debrief with the UNSC, Agent Meredith Adrian was being reported back to the CNRD for a well-deserved leave along with handing project GAIA back to its long-lost owners.

The elevator dinged at the top floor and she immediately headed towards Vice Minister Clark's office. The secretary greeted him with a warm smile before ushering her inside.

"Agent Adrian." Clark smiled as he shook her hand, "So glad you managed to get off safely."

"Thank you Minister. Although I can't take credit for all of it. I owe my life to the Spartans of Fireteam Eon." She set the case of GAIA on his desk, "I only hope all the lives of all that died in the battle were worth it for the recovered intel."

"Ah yes, the ones who had also liberated this building from Gustafson and that attack. Agent, I deeply appreciate all the things you have done for the agency and the retrieval of GAIA. I will be putting in a request for a promotion in the near future."

"Many thanks Minister," Adrian flashed a smile, "Although I do have one inquiry I would like to ask."

Clark looked surprised, "What is it?"

"While I was out in the field, I kept hearing about a Prophet of Clairvoyance being talked amongst the Covenant invading. This Prophet gave them a lot of motivation to retrieve Project GAIA."

"A prophet?" He asked, "I thought the prophet species was nearly extinct."

"They are." Adrian replied, "Their numbers are dwindling rapidly. Although brutes are quite blindly loyal, I think they would have established a meeting with this prophet before they moved in to risk their resources on anything. Of course, this meeting and agreement never really happened."

"What are you saying?"

"Well for one, a clairvoyant is an individual who manages to gain information about something without using the five senses, sort of an extrasensory perception. Just for good measure, there was no record of a prophet going under the name clairvoyance since nearly five hundred years ago. Unless he's very old," She chuckled slightly, "I don't think he is who he says he is."

Clark made to speak, but Adrian held up a hand, "As a matter of fact, the brutes and their forces had usual updates from this prophet on our whereabouts, making it rather difficult for us to get to extraction. Surely with this uneasy agreement between the prophet and the brutes, even they would start to question the legitimacy if they're nothing like a real prophet."

"Agent, please." He tried to reason, "This absurd theory needs to stop."

"Why's that?" She pressed further, "Is it because you're hiding something? I figured once they obtain their objective, GAIA, they'd start to question if the prophet was in fact real, but instead he led them to Eon, where we ambushed and escaped."

She was about to continue when a clicking sound echoed through the room. Slowly, she rotated to see a rather smug looking Ivey aiming a pocket pistol squarely at her forehead.

Clark stood up, displeased "Miss Adrian, I mistook you for a loyal employee of the agency and expected you to just follow orders of your handlers and myself. It seems as if you could not carry out these simple instructions. Unfortunately, you've learned too much. Truly a pity indeed."

A bang on the door caught their attention and suddenly it swung open with enough force to dent the wall. Two tall men immediately entered, pistols drawn and trained on Ivey.

"Hey, hey drop it now!" The more aggressive looking one of them urgently shouted, aiming to prove his point that he was not joking.

A third man in an Office of Naval Intelligence uniform stepped behind them, "Agent Welker of the Office of Naval Intelligence. Director Clark, you're under arrest for treason, conspiring with a known enemy of the UNSC," He jerked him around before slipping on a pair of metal cuffs, "and a bunch of other things."

Ivey quickly surrendered and Pine quickly escorted him out as well.

Adrian turned and shook Fowler's hand, "Thanks for backing me and Agent Welker there. You know I found it rather ironic that all prophets we know about perform the opposite of their namesakes. Even though Clark wasn't a prophet, he undertook clairvoyance, but failed to see us catching onto him."

"Agreed." Fowler smiled, "I just hope it was worth the captain's sacrifice. What is project GAIA anyway?"

"I'd tell you," She gave a little laugh, "But then I'd have to kill you. How about this; when Marcus gets better, I'd like to buy you all a round. The Nasty Splinter, downtown. For Bowman."

"I'd like that."

* * *

><p><strong>New Alexandria, Reach<strong>

**December 5, 2557**

Austal was released two days later from the hospital and Gabrielle had driven him home after a long flight back from Luna.

Funeral arrangements had been done for Bowman, with his ex being the only family member listed as an emergency contact. She had received notification, but did not reply since.

Things must have been very bitter between them.

The highways were cluttered with their afternoon traffic, about a half hour away from rush hour in the evening and they pulled up to their apartment complex.

She had finally agreed to move in with him, despite previously living next door and during his time away before she was dragged into the conflict, had unpacked her things, settling in quite nicely.

"You know, food sounds great right about now." Austal began to stand up, but Gabrielle put a hand on his shoulder, forcing him back down on the chair.

"You relax. I know we'll have to go grocery shopping later on, but there's still a few things we can make."

"Gabs," She loved his new nickname for her, "I don't want you to burden yourself because of me."

She mockingly glared back at him, "Shut up and let me cook."

"Yes ma'am." He did as he was told and eventually, she had set a steaming bowl of the classic macaroni and cheese in front of him.

He took a bite and instantly savored the intensity of the flavor before noticing the opened cardboard box by the stove, "This came from a box?"

"Yeah. Don't believe it?"

"I think I've been on MREs for too long." He had to force himself to eat it all at once. The ration meals issued out had tendencies to be not very pleasant and even more disgusting was the nutrient supplements that one could put in the water as a compensation to the bitterness the nutrient powder tasted. They were all awful, especially the grape flavor.

He quickly finished his food and took their plates up to the washing machine. They spent the next hour getting ready to sleep when he had found her lying on the bed face down. He heard a muffled cry and silently walked over, turning her to face him.

Her face was stained with tears as the haunting memories of the warlike ordeal plagued her and now she just had to get it out of her system.

There was no need for words as he wrapped his arms around her and brought her close. Her tears began to soak into his shirt, but he didn't care.

When she had finally calmed down, he held her at an arm's length, smiling as she tried to do the same. They were both alone and in need to be with one another. A perfect place to get a little more intimate.

Gabrielle knew that Marcus wasn't like other men, from her perspective, he took the time to read her and act accordingly. Austal actually had no idea how to read women, being a man and all, but he took a different approach, which he believed was what mattered and put him above others.

He gently eased a hand to cup her face and brought his own closer to her. Their lips touched once again, sending that same electric shock between the two of them. Their eyes shut, as they savored the moment and this time, nobody was here to interrupt.

Gabrielle moaned slightly and her own arms slid around to the back of his neck. At the same time, Austal laid himself on their bed and positioned her so that she was straddling his waist. Breaking apart, he gave her a second softer kiss before switching off the lights and laying in bed with her fitting securely in his embrace. Their foreheads pressed against one another and his mouth brushed gently right above her eyes.

"I love you Gabs." He whispered.

It had been a long time since anyone had told her those words, last time being her mother right before her death. While it brought her memories of her and Jacqueline, her long dead twin sister, it also brought her memories that were more painful with having to deal with their abusive father. All she wanted to do was forget about him and Marcus Austal had been giving her just the attention and love she needed to erase his essence from her memory forever.

As for Austal, he had never cared for someone as much as he did for the beautiful young lady in his arms. He thought back to the memory of when he had first seen her with the young kids of her cousin's. He then vividly pictured himself next to her on a couch inside a wonderful home, smiling as a little infant played with his toy in front of them. The thoughts of having a family with her were very possible, but also seemed unreachable.

Or was it?

* * *

><p>Two weeks had passed by before Bowman's funeral. The Spartans and some members of their families had gathered on the base, mingling with one another. Bowman's sister and brother were also present, with solemn faces and mustering the best they could to appear strong.<p>

Losing a brother in combat like this was just another thing that happened in the line of military duty. Everyday there was a chance that the men and women sent out into the field would not return.

There were no remains to be transported home, but Pine had managed to gather multiple shards of MJOLNIR armor that had been barely recognizable from the explosion and they had settled it into a clay urn to be set next to a large portrait of Bowman in a suit during his wedding and another one with him in his MJOLNIR armor, just before meeting Eon.

Tyrant led the way as Austal and Pine flanked him, followed by Fowler who carried the urn down the aisle of Firebase Noble's small chapel. The Spartans set it down in its proper place before returning to their seats after offering their condolences to his siblings, who had still managed to hold back tears.

Austal had to write a eulogy, as both Pine and Fowler had thought he would have been the best person to be a speaker during the ceremony.

Dressed in his Spartan uniform, he silently strode to the podium just beside the portraits. He straightened his tie and panned everyone watching him. Gabrielle had sat next to him and gave him an encouraging nod. He wasn't accustomed to being the center of attention.

"Hello everyone," He started, almost immediately regretting such a pleasant greeting to a somber mood, "I'm Marcus Austal, one of the members of Fireteam Eon and I served with Jake during the Battle for Providence. When I first found word of him being transferred from the MTSFOs to the Spartans, I didn't know what exactly to think. Seeing his impressive record against the Covenant, I knew that if we had gone against the force again, that I…we would be in good hands."

"Now some of us didn't click instantly with him." He glanced at Fowler before taking another breath, "We were rather bullish believing someone associated with the Space Canoe Club," He got a chuckle out of everyone at that remark, "was higher and mightier than us Spartans. He proved us wrong time and time again. I only knew him for about a month and from the missions we undertook at Cyrus to the intense battles of Providence, under his leadership, we played a pivotal role in helping to end the genocide that was happening there. Bowman maintained supernatural focus and even when everything was shot to hell, he pulled us through and if we had any additional questions about his leadership, they were silenced there."

Tears began to cloud up in his eyes but he wiped them away, trying to keep his emotions in check. It wasn't him to break down in front of everyone. Especially her.

"Bowman gave his life so that we could save hundreds of thousands on Providence, both military and civilian. He stood his ground between two Covenant brute chieftains and held them off so that their flagship could be destroyed, culminating in their defeat. He made that decision in a split second and never wavered from it. Even with the odds heavily stacked against him, Jake Bowman was unafraid and knew what was expected of him. Any of the Spartans here would do the same in his position, myself included. He taught me how to be a man, even when I thought I had known everything and stayed steadfast, even as the darkest hours during the war there had threatened to tear our lives apart. I can't thank him enough for what he has done for the UNSC, for this team. For me. I'll miss you Cap. Cedo Nulli."

Without another word, he saluted the portrait and exited the stage, joining Gabrielle as the twenty one gun salute began. The sharp crack of the battle rifles echoed emptily through the air as Bowman's remains were escorted out towards his burial site. A place where he would be remembered and rested forever.

* * *

><p>A couple of days after the funeral, several Spartans of the 37th and their families had gathered at Pine's house for a family barbeque in order to get away from the mourning. It wasn't that they were forgetting him, but rather remaining as a tightly knit family.<p>

Ross answered the door to see Marcus and Gabrielle with huge smiles and both holding a bottle of white wine and a pan of chocolate brownies each.

"Hey." He shoulder bumped Austal and gave Gabrielle a hug, "Come on in!"

For many hours, the Spartans and their family talked and laughed throughout the night. Ross' house gave a wonderful view of the mountains and the crisp air was refreshing despite the city being a fifteen minute drive. As they ate grilled chicken, salad, baked potatoes and brownies, drank wine, Marcus observed Gabrielle as she mingled and talked with many of the wives and girlfriends of his fellow Spartans. He watched her smile and laugh along, again and again. The only time he had ever seen her this happy was when he had kissed her a few nights ago.

"Nice catch Austal." A Spartan from Fireteam Regal gave him a fist on the back, "She's definitely a keeper."

She certainly was. Today was a day he hoped would make her the happiest woman in his life.

He approached her just as the group of women burst into laughter again and placed a hand on her shoulder. She gave a smile, knowing exactly who it was.

"Mind if I steal her for a moment?"

They all giggled with one another, causing Gabrielle to look questioningly at them, "What is it?"

"Come here." He led her out in the open field. The chatter had suddenly died down and everyone was watching them. The silence was suddenly unnerving. The view of the giant mountains was absolutely breathtaking with the orange sunset casting its glow on their peaks.

She was still questioning it when she turned and her heart skipped a beat. Her mouth suddenly opened. Never did she expect this to happen, at least for a long time.

Marcus was on a knee and clasped her hand with both of his own before turning it over, revealing a shiny gold ring with a silver trim at the edges.

"Gabrielle, from the day I first met you, I wondered why I never met you sooner." Again he regretted his choice of words, already fearing getting embarrassed from the recording later. "I thought I would never get to care so much about someone ever since my heart was broken years ago. You proved me wrong and although our relationship is still young, it does nothing to deviate my objective to make you the happiest woman in my life." He looked into her eyes, "So, Miss Gabrielle Addison, will you marry me?"

Tears began to flood in her eyes from the shock of what was happening. The silence and with everyone watching implied that he had planned this move out well in advance. After the time they shared in Providence, they had come to a greater understanding of one another and although she knew he would keep secrets from her, it made her happy if he was happy himself. He was happiest with her.

"Yes." She managed to gasp out. "Yes I will!"

Marcus broke out into a huge grin before scooping her up and wrapping his arms around her, giving her the most passionate kiss they had ever shared.

The crowd watching burst into applause with loud cheers and whistles. The Spartans ran forward and carried Austal away while the women had all embraced Gabrielle with their congratulations.

"No!" Fowler protested, but couldn't wipe the smile off his face for his little brother, "Don't get married man."

"What?!" Austal had to shout over the cheers of his fellow Spartans.

"Don't bother getting married ever brother! Just find a woman you really hate,"

The rest of the Spartans chimed in to the 37th tradition.

"AND BUY HER A HOUSE!"

* * *

><p><strong>Exactly<strong>

**Happy 117 day everyone**

**This was one of my favorite chapters to write. Not just in this story, not just in the series and not even the entire Halo archive I have going on...all time. This one had me grinning at every word as I put in remembrance of old memories and ones yet to come.**

**The main story has now come to a close, although I do have an epilogue in mind. Who wants to see a wedding chapter?**

**Coming soon are the Blades' next adventure with plenty of action, flashbacks and best of all...laughs. Especially the first part. You are all going to love the first part. Eon is set for their next adventure, but I am also very excited and I am planning something different in mind.**

**Thank you all for reading and reviewing, you give my writing purpose.**


	40. Epilogue

**Sydney, Australia, Earth**

**February 10, 2558**

Gabrielle couldn't believe it. In mere hours, she would be married to a man she had met a few months ago and reluctantly began their relationship as just friends. Now, the intimate attraction between her and Marcus Austal had suddenly exploded into something she couldn't comprehend.

To him, she was the love of his life and easily vice versa.

The wedding had been planned for Valentine's Day, a very popular day for weddings and everything had been planned out. Madeline and Kate would be her bridesmaids with the former bearing the Maid of Honor title and her third bridesmaid was absent, although a memorial to her fallen sister.

Marcus was honoring a deceased as well. Fowler was his best man with Ross Pine as a groomsman and his second one was dedicated to the late Captain Jacob Bowman, who had agreed to be one during a conversation en route to Sierno to rescue Adrian.

Their guest list was small, numbering mostly fellow Spartans and Gabrielle's close friends from school and work with Austal's side being much taller than hers. Everything had been set. Her dress picked, with her bridesmaids all wearing lilac colored dresses. The Spartan's uniforms had been neatly pressed and ironed; all of them glistened with shiny medals earned both before and during their Spartan careers.

Then things had all begun to fall apart.

Since Austal and the remainder of Eon were called to HIGHCOM Bravo-6 in Sydney, the Supreme Headquarters of the United Nations Space Command, the couple had agreed to have their wedding in Australia before returning to Reach and preparing for a well-deserved honeymoon.

Arrangements had been arranged and all that remained was for Valentine's Day to approach to bond the two of them together forever.

Then a direct order from Fleet Admiral Terrence Hood had thrown all of it out the window, stating that this order was of the utmost priority. All four 37th SSD teams were to participate in the UNSC's expedition to Requiem. They would be stationed aboard a Vindication class battleship inside Requiem and perform some of the most dangerous operations, deep behind Covenant-Promethean held territory.

There were no exceptions to this order and despite Tyrant's protests about the wedding, he was unable to change any scheduling. Hood himself had told Austal that he sympathized the unfortunate event, but there was nothing he could do about it.

Just when all they had planned for had fallen apart, Austal had come up with an idea to move the wedding date the night before they would have to leave for Requiem. She agreed and most of the guests had prepared for an earlier date anyway, so it worked out better than expected.

Now standing beside her on a beautiful cloudless day overlooking an azure ocean, was Austal. Only this time, he was decked out in his MJOLNIR armor, a sleek black design with insectoid features and definitely a variant that had never been seen before.

His former Scout harness was damaged in the explosion beyond repair and there was no other choice than to scrap it and recycle the intact parts for spares. Therefore, he had been booted to the top of the line to be assigned a new armor, which happened to be a variant that was designed by sangheili.

They called it the Helioskrill, named after a predator on Sanghelios, the armor had been made by a sangheili prodigy inspired to test her skill against the best that humanity could make.

There was nobody better to rise against that challenge than Austal himself.

He looked down at Gabrielle, who had closed her eyes against the orange sun casting a beautiful glow on her face. He never should she could ever look any more beautiful than she did now. Her gown was silky white and it trailed behind her in gentle wisps. Similarly, her hair was slightly curled and fell against her shoulders. What had hit him the most was her eyes. They shined brighter than the sun beginning to set before them.

"Not as good as a tux," He flexed his biceps through the black undersuit, "But it'll do."

Everyone cheered loudly and clapped their hands as the two of them walked together down the aisle. Many of the other Spartans had not yet put on their armor and would do so when they left for Requiem.

They took their places at the front as everyone sat down and the preacher had come forth to begin the ceremony. He greeted the crowd in a soft Australian accent before going straight to business.

"Dearly beloved, we gather here four days early," He got a laugh out of everyone after saying that, "To witness, cherish and celebrate one of life's greatest treasures. This is the union of Gabrielle Valerie Addison and Marcus Eric Austal. Now before we get started, I believe our couple here have a few words to say to one another."

He looked over at Marcus who nodded and turned to his bride to be, "Well I'm not one for fluffy speeches, so I'll make this short as possible." The audience chuckled, "Gabrielle, just a year ago, I was a simple man living a single life in the military who had given me my sole sense of purpose, even when my previous taste of love had abandoned me. I didn't know what to expect when I first met you, but after understanding that we both fill niches in both of our lives, I realized that I was meant to love someone again and that person is you. It sounds cliché when I say you're perfect for me, but you are and I am the happiest Spartan here because you are about to be my wife."

"Marcus, I too was uncertain what to make when I had first met you. My father had given me a dark moment in my life and it seemed as if I had lost any will to move on from the scarring moment. While you couldn't heal those scars alone, we healed them together and without you, I'd feel like I would be a completely different person. Like you said, marrying you would make me the happiest woman here."

He turned to Marcus, "Do you, Marcus Eric Austal take the woman before you to be your wedded wife? To love her, comfort, protect and cherish her for the remainder of your days?"

All eyes fell unexpectedly on him and he nodded, "I do."

"And you Gabrielle Valerie Addison take the man before you to be your wedded husband? To love him, comfort, protect and cherish him for the remainder of your days?"

"I do." Her smile was one of the biggest he had ever seen.

"Now, Marcus please repeat after me."

He listened to the preacher before repeating, "I, Marcus Eric Austal take you to be my lawfully wedded wife to have and hold from this day forward. To love, cherish and stand beside in both joyful and trying times until death do us part."

"Gabrielle."

"I, Gabrielle Valerie Addison take you to be my lawfully wedded husband to have and hold from this day forward. To love, cherish and stand beside in both joyful and trying times until death do us part."

At the same time, Fowler stepped forward, handing him a ring.

"The ring is in a circle shape because of its never ending cycle of renewal, rebirth and completion with a symbol of eternity, without a beginning or end."

Gabrielle's mouth dropped open, instead of the gold and silver ring he had originally presented upon proposal, this new one was a silver band with a dark obsidian inside. She instantly knew what it was.

The preacher took the ring to hand it to Austal, "This ring was fused with intact pieces of Marcus' previous armor during his time of service on Providence. Being sealed inside for eternity, Gabrielle now always will have a part of him wherever he may be at any time."

The ring was slipped onto her right hand by him as he looked into her eyes, "Gabrielle, I give you this ring as a symbol of my vows. With this ring, you will always have a part of me wherever I am. With this ring, I thee wed."

Now she took a small gold ring to slip on his finger. This one was instead white gold in color and had a single dark blue emerald on the main surface. An engraving was on the bottom reading, "With this ring, I thee wed."

"Marcus, I give you this ring as a symbol of my vows. With this ring, I will always be with you and my love will accompany you and will remain strong no matter the danger that you may face. With this ring, I thee wed."

The preacher stepped forward, "With the exchange of the rings, Gabrielle and Marcus, you have consented to be married to one another until death do you part. With the witnesses here and in God's presence, we ask to shed happiness, safety, a long and prosper life upon these newly weds. By the power invested in me, I now pronounce you to be husband and wife! Marcus, you may kiss your bride!"

Gabrielle couldn't wipe the silly grin off her face as she leaned forward. Suddenly she felt something wrap around her back and let out a startled gasp.

Marcus had lifted her above him and they then shared the best kiss in their lifetimes. Both were vaguely aware of the others cheering, but it felt as if they were along together. When they had broken apart, they looked out over the celebrating crowd with huge smiles on their faces.

"It is my pleasure to announce to all of you, Mr. and Mrs. Austal!"

* * *

><p>Their reception place had agreed to hold it a few days earlier, but the couple and their bridesmaids and groomsmen had spent a half hour with pictures before heading into a nice hotel that lay on Sydney's beachside.<p>

After a dinner worthy of an emperor, both Fowler and Madeline offered toasts to the new couple before Marcus and Gabrielle shared their first dance. Afterwards, Gabrielle tossed the bouquet which was caught by Madeline, much to her delight. Marcus had a wolfish grin on his face as he slipped the lacey garter off her thigh and flung it over his shoulder, being caught by a young little boy, a son of one of the Spartans whose cheeks flushed red after Madeline asked for a dance. A laugh ensued when he hid behind his father's legs, too flustered to respond.

All in all, it was a beautiful ceremony, but despite the happiness, the prospect of going right back into combat in mere hours hung in his mind nonstop. Every Spartan there was going to be deployed and were departing in an hour.

Right after he was getting married, Eon was being called back into duty at Requiem in one of the most dangerous territories inside the Forerunner shield world.

The majority of the partying time, Austal and Gabrielle went around thanking people for coming before he gently took her aside as they strolled on the beach.

Several guests had looked out to see what was going on before Fowler and Pine had ushered them away.

"Let's give them a little privacy."

Austal thumbed away tears that had begun to fall down his new wife's eyes as he gave her a gentle hug, "It's only for a couple weeks. We're all going to be on good hands and I'll be back before you know it."

"What happens if you get injured again or killed?" The worry was here more than ever.

"I won't." His effort to try and make light of the situation was best he could muster. Despite that, it severely pained him to think if he died over there. She would only be married temporarily with nearly zero time to spend with her husband before getting widowed.

"You promise?"

Marcus gave her a gentle kiss on the lips, "I promise."

* * *

><p>He did keep his promise, returning home safely before whisking them both away to a well-deserved honeymoon.<p>

Their original plan was to go to New Corsica, a place where they had both been born to spend at a resort for nothing but relaxation, but costs of the trip were too much at the moment. So he had settled a better place.

Hawaii.

He had always wanted to go to Hawaii as a child and they had reserved a private beach that specialized in such quiet vacation getaways that included honeymoons.

It was hard to think that two days ago, he had been shot at by fanatical Covenant and Prometheans and now was finally reunited with his beautiful wife, whom they had a lot of catching up to do after he had been stolen to Requiem.

Their place was just a walk away from a blue ocean and it felt serene with the sound of waves crashing against the surf in the background.

The lights warmly lit their bedroom as he carried her inside and set her down on the soft bed in the center. She rolled over on her stomach and looked back up at him.

"First time?" He asked.

She nodded. "I'm just worried, I'll disappoint."

"Disappoint?" He chuckled, "Never. You're too gorgeous for that. Mrs. Austal."

She grinned, her hands spreading apart and her gaze had drifted to his shirt, him pulling it off as he slowly moved on top of her on all fours, "I like the sound of that."

"Me too." His hands glided along her curvy body, enjoying her lingerie and he pulled the blanket over them.

Marcus placed his lips at the nape of her neck, hitting Gabrielle's sensitive spot to make her gasp, feeling a chill run through his body. Underneath, she had broken it off and turned around to face him.

"I love you Marcus."

He kissed her on the lips, "I love you too Gabs."

* * *

><p><strong>They make such a happy couple!<strong>

**Well that wraps up the second volume of Eon, but you can guarantee that there will be a third! In the meantime, the Blades will be back with their fifth adventure!**

**A special thank you to all those who subscribed, followed, favorite and of course reviewed. You all give my writing purpose and I do it for all of you!**


End file.
